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Chapter One
 
Brooke Watson didn’t like San Diego. She’d decided that about two days ago when she’d arrived for the conference.
She didn’t enjoy conferences, either. She’d decided that twelve years ago, after attending her first one.
She definitely did not like conferences in San Diego, especially when they put her on the spot to do a presentation she hadn’t been prepared for, after having been at said conference for three days already. Could no one give her a heads up in that time?
You’d think.
Brooke was good behind the scenes; actually, no, she was fucking great behind the scenes. She’d worked her way up to running her city’s financial department by thirty and was managing the city by thirty-seven.
In front of a crowd, with no preparation, though?
She mustered up a smile that she was certain looked more like a grimace for the bartender as he poured her a Sprite – accompanied with a strange look, but whatever – and she was more than grateful that he walked away quickly to tend the other side of the bar.
Generally speaking, she didn’t love fancy bars, either. Fancy bars in a city that was too big for her liking, where the music was way too loud. And why did they have the music pumping this loud, anyway? It was only three o’clock in the afternoon!
If she didn’t know for a solid fact what time it was – confirming with both her watch and her phone – then, given how dimly lit they kept this establishment and how loud they had the music, she’d think she was at a club at two in the morning. The name of this place escaped her, but she wondered if this was this place’s niche or something. Or maybe this was just a thing here. Could be, considering she was far from the only patron here so early.
She didn’t even really go to her own bar back in Faircombe, Tennessee, but the sight of it was much more comforting than this one. Lowkey, quieter, locals only.
She scowled, then groaned, propping her elbow up on the bar and pressing her still-too-warm cheek against her hand.
This was the closest bar to the convention center where she had just utterly humiliated herself in front of all of her… somewhat peers.
It wasn’t like she worked with other city officials often enough to really consider them her actual peers. She really only ever saw them at these types of things.
And normally at these conferences, she was way different than what she’d just put on. She didn’t stumble over her words or drop ridiculous index cards she’d been given to do the presentation – because if she’d been asked to do a presentation in the first place, it would have been memorized! It also would have been short, concise, and to-the-point. None of that rambling, filler crap she’d just made a fool of herself trying to do.
Then again, she’d never been tasked to present at one of these conferences, either. Her very first time rising above the mark and that was what she’d done… 
“Of all the gin joints in all the towns in all of the world, did Brooke Watson walk into mine?”
If it were possible to make herself even smaller sitting at the corner of this bar, she would have. As it was, she pretended she didn’t hear her name and hunched closer over the bar. The music was definitely loud enough that she could easily pretend she hadn’t heard anything.
She resolutely was not turning her head to look at whoever was attempting to invade her alone time. Right now was her time to sit here and be annoyed and humiliated in peace. After all, she had to get back to the conference in an hour to give her own actual presentation and she needed that hour to be able to gather herself.
She definitely didn’t want to talk to anyone from the damn conference. Considering that was the only reason she was even in this city in the first place, whoever was seeking her out had to be –
“No, really. Brooke?” The voice – low, with a rasp and a comfortingly familiar twang she could recognize now through the music – was infinitely closer, as a hand touched her elbow.
Instinctively, she jerked her arm down and away from the touch, even as she resigned herself to the fact that she couldn’t abjectly ignore her intruder anymore.
Breathing in through her nose, she prepared herself to put on some semblance of a look like she wouldn’t rather bite off her own tongue than face whomever was standing there.
Only to lose the expression entirely, eyes widening in genuine surprise as she turned.
Taylor Vandenberg stood close enough to her that Brooke could feel her body heat.
Taylor Vandenberg, in all of her Taylor Vandenberg glory, right here in a bar in Southern California, in the middle of the afternoon – Brooke narrowly managed to bite back a snort at the thought. Yeah, somehow that aspect didn’t come as much of a surprise.
Her dark chestnut brown waves that had always looked unfairly good were still long, cascading down her back and over her shoulder as she grinned down at Brooke from where she stood, hand cocked on her hip. Her red shirt was designed to hang off one shoulder, clingy around her collarbones, as it snuggly fit tucked into dark jeans. Effortlessly stylish and ridiculously hot.
Of course.
Taylor’s eyes glinted in question at her. They appeared unfathomably dark here in the bar, but Brooke knew with the proper lighting, they’d be just a shade lighter than her pupils, and they seemed to grin all on their own. Her eyes, they did that – reflect teasing or laughter. Even if the rest of her face was covered, you’d know Taylor was grinning at you with just a quick glance.
Even if they didn’t see one another with any sort of regularity anymore, not for a long while, Brooke was very familiar with that teasing, mischievous glint. It was aimed toward her enough in her youth to be unforgettable.
The thought of it made her scowl all over again as she shook herself out of the surprised stupor.
“What are you doing here?” she finally asked, clearing her throat as she tilted her head up.
She knew that even if she wasn’t sitting, she’d have to tilt her head up to meet Taylor’s gaze.
“I’m living here.”
Now that alone begged a handful of questions, but Brooke was not in the mood to ask them. Really, she wasn’t in the mood for company at all, including a surprise appearance from Taylor.
Brooke arched a disbelieving eyebrow even as she turned back to her drink. “I didn’t think you lived anywhere in particular.”
Taylor – unsurprisingly – was entirely unaffected by her dismissive tone. She pulled out the stool next to Brooke’s and fell into it in a move that was far more graceful than it should have been. She had on leather boots that rose up high enough that it was the thick fabric of those boots that brushed and settled against Brooke’s own slack-covered legs.
Brooke stared at the point of contact and squirmed back in her seat as her stomach seemed to squirm, itself. But as her chair was wedged against the wall, she really had nowhere to back up to.
“Well, I’m living here, for now. But I thought the for now was implied.” She crossed her legs, drawing her foot up Brooke’s calf as she did so, and then settled just there.
Brooke wiggled her leg against Taylor’s slightly, gaining the slightest of centimeters of her space back, before giving up with a sigh of defeat. With Taylor’s legs pressed against hers and her chair scooted in so close just by nature of the setup of the bar, she’d have to move before Brooke could get out on her own. Her body was still close enough for Brooke to feel her warmth, and yet – it didn’t feel intrusive. It felt uncalculated and easy, even if it was closer than Brooke would have typically allowed someone to sit.
It was uncomfortable for the very frustrating, betrayal response her body had from a simple touch. Taylor’s touch wasn’t uncomfortable beyond the fact that it was totally encompassing.
It was always like that.
Brooke scowled at the thought and took a sip of her soda.
“You drinking a Sprite? God, I love that some things never change.” Taylor stroked her hand down Brooke’s arm, before she lifted it to get the bartender’s attention. Eyes still on Brooke, she shook her head with a smile. “You walk into a bar and order a Sprite.”
Brooke narrowed her eyes and stared down into the little bubbles of carbonation. “I do have a drink every now and then, sometimes.” Very sparingly, she admitted to herself, even as her voice took on a defensive edge.
She wasn’t going to tell Taylor that there was some part of her mind that took comfort in seeing all of the bottles behind the bar; they reminded her of her childhood. Not that it was a good thing, but in a city that was too big and unfamiliar, a place she felt far from at ease in any way, after embarrassing herself, she’d needed some sort of comfort. And this… happened to be the first thing she’d stumbled across.
Taylor flashed the bartender a bright, brilliant grin of appreciation as he approached. “I’ll just take what my friend, here, is drinking.” She pointed at Brooke.
He provided and didn’t give her a strange look for the order, Brooke noted. Then again, she was pretty sure that no straight man in the world – literally – had ever given Taylor a look of anything but adoration right off the bat.
As soon as her own drink was secured, she turned back to Brooke and continued speaking like she hadn’t just stopped for two minutes.
“I came back from a month in Kuala Lumpur a couple of weeks ago and have been here since. There’s a gallery I often sell to in Point Loma, so San Diego’s become a pretty consistent stopover for me in the last few years.” She took a sip of her drink, watching Brooke as she did so. “Ben’s never mentioned it, I guess?”
Brooke thought of the many, many things she and Ben talked about. As her lifelong best friend, they brought up just about anything that was relevant in life – though much of that in the last year was about his divorce.  
He rarely mentioned Taylor’s whereabouts to her. Or discussed Taylor much at all, anymore. 
“Hasn’t come up,” was all she said as she frowned into her glass.
Taylor snorted a laugh, her hand falling to Brooke’s thigh and patting gently. “Yeah, I imagine it hasn’t. Granted, I haven’t really spoken to him about it. Mostly to Jo.”
Taylor’s hand stroked down her leg to land right above her knee, stealing Brooke’s attention again as her eyes settled on the touch. Brooke could feel the warmth and, absurdly, the outline of all of her long fingers even with the light touch through her pants.
She’d forgotten how incredibly tactile Taylor was. Always had been. Which was kind of crazy for her to forget, given how easily her touch always ignited this feeling low in her stomach. A feeling Brooke resolutely ignored as it was entirely unwanted. 
She reached down and batted Taylor’s hand away at that exact feeling starting to form. Absolutely not.
Taylor took that in stride as well and instead of having a physical connection, she turned completely on her stool and leaned an elbow on the bar as she stared intently at Brooke.
Stared expectantly, as if she were waiting for something.
It made Brooke somehow feel like the teenager who was missing that something when it came to whatever was on Taylor’s mind, all over again. As she often had been.
When sixteen-year-old Taylor had come out to the town of Faircombe, Brooke had been twelve and had only understood the meaning of the word lesbian as it pertained to what she’d seen on television and movies. Well, and what she’d heard people say. 
Which, in the mid-nineties in a small Southern town, wasn’t much and it wasn’t all that flattering, either. 
All she’d known then was that her best friend’s unfairly pretty older sister with a devil-may-care attitude who enjoyed causing a stir, liked girls the way the other girls in Brooke’s classes liked boys. And that for some reason, despite how much Brooke did not necessarily like Taylor, her body got all… jumbled when they were in the same room. 
When Taylor would give teenage Brooke that look, teenage Brooke would blush and her stomach would tie up in equal parts nerves and annoyance as her voice was completely stolen from her. She’d spent much of her youth walking away from Taylor as fast as possible whenever Taylor would give her a teasing look or bright smile, or sometimes a playful wink. 
She wasn’t quite so tongue-tied as an adult.
Even if she did feel that same annoyed and nervous combination twist together in her stomach. Brooke guessed she was just biologically engineered to be ridiculously attracted to Taylor. It just felt like another joke the universe played on her; here’s someone you are magnetically attracted to, except the joke is! You find her absolutely vexing. 
“What?” She finally muttered the word, refusing to shout even with the music as loud as it was.
Taylor’s irritatingly perfect smile broke out over her face as she slowly tilted her head. “I told you what I was doing here. Now it’s your turn, because I asked you first. And I hope it’s a good story because, frankly, this might be one of the dead last places I would have ever expected to find you.”
I’m sure that you were never looking, Brooke’s mind supplied, unhelpfully.
“I’m at a conference.” The clipped response left her mouth and she pursed her lips at the words. God. This freaking conference.
Taylor’s eyebrows arched as she leaned a bit closer in. Close enough that Brooke could smell her subtle perfume, and that alone had Brooke pulling even further back. No. 
Her voice was a playful whisper, eyes dancing, “You know that isn’t a great response, right?”
“I hate small talk,” was what came out of Brooke’s mouth, because – you know? She really did.
“Small talk becomes big talk if you actually engage with someone,” Taylor supplied, staying right in the same spot. Giving Brooke that same coaxing smile.
The coaxing smile that did not actually work on her. It didn’t.
It was just that she knew Taylor was never going to turn around and walk out of the bar without this, that had her sighing. “I’m at a conference,” she repeated. “For local officials – city managers, councilmembers, administrators, and the like – of up-and-coming small cities.”
Momentarily forgetting herself, she groaned at the thought of the fool she’d made of herself. “Or, I was at the conference. And I’m going to have to go back, unfortunately.” She let her head fall into her hand as she glared at the bar. “And you’re right. This is the last place anyone should expect to find me. I doubt you’ll find me here ever again.”
Not in this city if she could help it.
“No one hates San Diego,” Taylor intoned, laughter in her voice as she arched an eyebrow at Brooke.
She held her gaze evenly, not giving an inch. Because she wasn’t kidding.
“You’re such an individual.” Amusement was written all over Taylor’s face, dark eyes seeming to spark up lighter with it. “The sun and surf of Southern California not cutting it at your standards? If you tried it out, the vibe here might do you some good.”
Brooke cringed. “You’re forty-four years old. Don’t say vibe like that.”
Taylor winked and ignored her. “Okay, so that explains what you’re doing in sunny San Diego. It doesn’t explain what the hell you’re doing in this bar.”
“What are you doing in this bar?” she countered, her stomach twisting at the thought of the disaster spectacle she’d been a part of that had driven her here.
“Would you believe me if I said I just like to come out and drink every afternoon at four o’clock?” Taylor deliberately took a large sip of her drink, while arching an eyebrow.
“Yes,” she snorted into her own glass, before she really took a look at Taylor.
Totally clear-eyed, didn’t smell like alcohol in the least – plus, she’d ordered a fucking Sprite, and for all of her rebel acts in their youth, Brooke didn’t remember any of those acts having a particular tendency towards alcohol. For all of Taylor’s flightiness, flakiness, and, in Brooke’s opinion, total lack of responsibility… something about that statement rang false as she gave a hard look at Taylor’s face.
There were laugh lines around her mouth, crinkling slightly around her eyes as she grinned, a little deeper than the last time Brooke had really been close enough to look at her, but somehow they just made her look even more alluring. And her skin still had the same vital glow it always did.
It grated even more that Taylor was aging so well. Then again, she supposed when you didn’t have a care in the world, that was what happened.
“No,” she amended. “Though I don’t doubt you have definitely gone out and gotten wasted at inappropriate times.”
Taylor chuckled, a rich sound that came from deep in her throat. “Me?! Brooke, that’s absolutely absurd. Ludicrous.”
Brooke hated that a small grin pulled at the corner of her mouth even as she rolled her eyes. “Right.”
Taylor placed her head in her hand, her waterfall of hair now falling over her arm, as she stared at Brooke with a surprising, sudden intensity. “Well, I was on my way to a meet up with a friend at her boutique a few blocks from here, when I saw a pretty woman in a suit – and you know me, I’ll always stop to look at a woman in a suit.”
Brooke rolled her eyes so hard it hurt, even as her cheeks heated at the compliment – stupid, because Taylor could flirt with literally anyone without being awkward about it – and Taylor lit up in another smile.
“So, she powers by me, narrowly avoiding knocking right into me, I might add, before looking up at this bar. And it was fascinating, because she looked like it was both hell and salvation at the same time. I don’t know many people who could pull that expression off so candidly.”
Brooke could feel her cheeks burn hotter and she was actually glad for the dimmed lighting now.
“So, you know, I paused to watch this woman enter the bar and then, it hit me. That woman looked exactly like Brooke Watson. She even had the same little line right up there that Brooke gets when she scowls,” Taylor reached up and softly ran her fingertip over the spot between Brooke’s eyebrows.
Brooke grabbed Taylor’s hand and held it in a firm grip as she pulled it down away from her face, scowling uncontrollably as she did so. “You did not think that.”
“I did, too.”
“You haven’t even really seen me in over three years.” 
It grated her how easily the memory of the last time she’d actually talked to Taylor popped into her head. Almost four years ago, at Taylor’s parents’ thirty-eighth wedding anniversary. Taylor had teased her for sitting off to the side by herself, and then had forced Brooke to dance. And by forced, she meant with a lot of teasing and coaxing and just being around her until Brooke just, inexplicably, gave in. 
By the time Brooke relaxed into it and started feeling sort of comfortable, Taylor had grinned brightly, leaned in close enough that her lips almost brushed Brooke’s ear as she’d whispered, “Keep it up.” She’d squeezed Brooke’s waist tightly, and had then seemingly disappeared into the crowd. She was gone from the town as a whole the following day. 
A particular talent of hers. 
“But you’ve always had that line.” Taylor scrunched up her face in what, Brooke guessed, was supposed to be an approximation of her own expression. Only it looked ridiculous and she narrowed her eyes. Taylor must have thought so, too, because she dropped the face with a laugh. “Even when you were a kid, you had that line. So serious.”
She had to actively stop herself from reaching up and rubbing the spot in question, even as could feel her frown deepen with the thought.
“Anyway, I stood outside for a minute, telling myself – there was just no way Brooke Watson was two thousand miles from Faircombe, in San Diego. In a bar, in the middle of the day, at that. But I couldn’t just walk away without satisfying my curiosity. And alas, it was you, so here I am.” She finished her tale with a little shrug, gaze never leaving Brooke’s face.
Her eyes were guileless, totally open, and Brooke made herself hold them for a few seconds before she turned to sip her Sprite.
It was only when she reached with her left hand that she realized she was still holding Taylor’s in her right hand, settled in her lap. Taylor seemed content with the hold, her fingers curled around and relaxed against the back of Brooke’s hand.
Brooke abruptly let go, breaking the contact as soon as she was able to really register the soft skin against her palm. Taking in a deep breath, she blew it out slowly, pressing her empty hand hard against her leg. 
“All right. What happened at this conference that has made it so hellacious?” Taylor asked, and before Brooke could say anything to the contrary, she reached out and drew her fingertips from Brooke’s elbow down to her wrist, catching on the crisply folded button-up shirt she was wearing, fingertips brushing over her wrist. “You’re in a suit. You were clearly trying to get away from something there.”
Brooke bit the inside of her cheek, hard, thinking about the last forty-five minutes of her life, as she gave Taylor a measuring look. She wasn’t about to just relive her humiliation to Taylor; the thought almost made her laugh.
Until she opened her mouth and the words came spilling out.
“I – this is the first time I’ve been asked to come to this conference. It’s… a big deal.” That was an understatement. The last time a city as small as Faircombe had been included in a conference of this size… well, it had never happened. “They asked me to present, last-minute, in the place of another city manager. From Kent Hill,” she supplied the city in Kentucky, shaking her hair back, cheeks heating at the memory. “We’re both the smallest cities and have the most similar functions, so I guess it makes sense,” she muttered.
“But I had no time to really prepare. And once I was in front of everyone and under-prepared, talking about something I – well I know, but it wasn’t my own research or words… it went okay for the first twenty minutes.” Not great, she thought with a self-derisive eyeroll. “But then I tripped up and got caught up in my own head, when I realized everyone was watching me.”
She flexed her hands against her thighs, glaring down at them as she remembered them shaking. Then the way she’d tripped over the cord of the microphone, and how that had led to her dropping the index cards she was using to guide the presentation. She was frustrated with herself, the embarrassment still circulating inside of her forming a pit in her stomach.
She honestly had no idea how the last fifteen minutes of the presentation actually went, because it all blended together in her head at that point. Into a repetitive drone of get out, finish this now, you need to end this.
Taylor’s hand landed on top of her left one, her gentle touch inexplicably comforting. “Just like The Parade of Stars all over again.”
The touch of humor in her voice was tinged with empathy but Brooke still blanched at the reminder of her fourth grade play. Where… admittedly, a very similar thing had happened. Only, back then, her stage fright resulted in her also throwing up.
Still, she shot Taylor a look. “No,” she ground out, “Because back then, I was ten. I can do this now.” As long as she was prepared, she added silently. Still, her forehead crinkled as the stress seemed to pound down on her, tying up her nerves. “And I have to prove it to give my own presentation in,” she checked her watch, “thirty-five minutes.”
Taylor nodded slowly, before ending in a resolute motion. Like something had been decided upon and agreed between them. Brooke only had to wonder for a moment what it was before Taylor announced, “It’s definitely going to go well, because you’re going to practice on me.”
Brooke choked on the sip she’d taken, ripping her hand out from where it still rested under Taylor’s. She didn’t even know why she’d let it stay for so long. Somewhat, sort-of, maybe comforting or not.
“You’re insane,” she stated with certainty. It wasn’t the first time Taylor had heard that, she was sure. Actually, she knew she’d said it in the past, a handful of times with varying intensities.
“No, really. Hit me.” Taylor tilted her head, as if literally lending an ear toward her.  
She didn’t even dignify that one with a response.
Taylor remained undeterred. “Come on; if you can’t talk about something like this with your lifelong friends, who can you talk about it with?”
“We aren’t friends, though.” The correction left her before she thought twice about it and she turned to give Taylor a look that matched the incredulity she was feeling inside at the statement.
“Well, ouch.” Even though her voice still held a lightness, Taylor’s eyebrows pinched together. She sat up straight, no longer leaning on the bar, as she remained facing Brooke. The look in her dark eyes wasn’t playful anymore.
It gave Brooke pause and a little stab of guilt tried to poke into her stomach before she shut it down. Forcefully.
A little vexed and more than a little frustrated, she huffed out a breath. “I mean, we’ve never really been friends. I was friends with Ben; I am friends with Ben.” And, at this point in her adulthood, also friends with Taylor’s sister as well. “But you’re – I don’t even know where you are in the world. Literally. We don’t keep in touch when you’re gone. That’s not friendship; it’s not a relationship at all.”
She nodded with her own words and they took away that little feeling at the disappearance of Taylor’s easy, lightheartedness from moments ago. Everything she said was just a fact.
“So, to you, we’re not friends.” Taylor spoke slowly, her voice contemplative, even as she kept her eyes on Brooke, intently.
“We aren’t, by anyone’s definition, friends,” she insisted.
Maybe Brooke didn’t have many of them – even at forty, still technically a loner – but she did have Ben. And Savannah, the youngest Vandenberg. And she had Marisa, who may be her assistant, but doubled as another friend. Somewhat. And Brooke wouldn’t ever go for weeks, months, or freaking years without contacting them.
“You don’t know my definition,” Taylor informed her, arching an eyebrow, before she broke with a small, soft smile tugging at her lips. “Maybe not friends, exactly,” she conceded, “But – look. We’re something, aren’t we?”
Brooke only narrowed her eyes, still feeling wrung out by her day and now, a bit by this conversation.
“I mean. If we were absolutely nothing at all to each other, how would I know that you hate peas? Or that you always put your hair up in a bun when you’re trying to concentrate on something? Or that even though you are an adult woman in a bar, I knew it was a straight up Sprite on the rocks in that cup?” Taylor waited a beat, wiggling her eyebrows. “And mostly, you have to feel some sort of connection here with me to have told me about your day earlier. Because I know that you wouldn’t have felt comfortable talking to just anyone off the street.”
Brooke did hate peas. And she did always tie her hair up in a bun when she was getting down to work on something, because she felt like it got in the way when she was trying to think. Both of those things were byproducts of the fact that Taylor had known her for basically her entire life – ever since that day in kindergarten when she’d gone home with Ben to play at his house, anyway. And perhaps Taylor was even right that Brooke felt a certain sense of comfort at a familiar face. 
“Fine,” she allowed, finishing her drink before she turned to look at Taylor. “We’re… something.”
Taylor’s smile seemed bright enough to illuminate the entire dim interior as she let out a victorious cheer. “Yes! I knew I’d get you out of the black and white and into the gray zone eventually.”
Sick of following the path Taylor seemed to be laying down for her, Brooke sighed and rubbed at her temple. “What?” Taylor opened her mouth to expand, but Brooke shook her head, “No, like… what is the point you’re getting at?”
“The point is that I think that there are times where your path crosses with someone else’s just at the right instant. Where you meet someone who’s good for you at that moment. And maybe, right now, at this moment in time, I’m yours.”
I’m yours.
It was such an odd thing to hear from Taylor, those exact words, because she wondered peripherally if Taylor had ever settled anywhere long enough to allow herself to be anyone’s.
The thought left as soon as it came, and Brooke shook her head as she grimaced at it and looked suspiciously at her now-empty glass. Maybe her Sprite had been spiked, somehow. It felt like the only way this interaction was even happening.
Cutting her gaze to Taylor and pushing whatever weird thoughts she had out of her head, Brooke surveilled her for a long moment. She was utterly serious about what she’d said, Brooke could see that.
“That’s exactly the kind of hippie crap that I’d expect from you.” She grumbled, intending for it to have more bite, but her tone was lacking.
She could tell by the way Taylor’s face erupted into a vibrant smile.
Before Brooke could stop her, Taylor stood and grabbed Brooke’s hand as she did so, effortlessly pulling her up to stand as well.
“What the hell are you doing?”
Taylor tugged her, fingers clasping firmly to make up for Brooke’s resistance, as she led her across the empty floor of the bar to a more reclusive spot over near a series of booths against the back wall. Brooke begrudgingly allowed it even as she stared at Taylor’s shoulder blade, revealed by the style of her shirt. 
Taylor dropped the contact as she sat in a booth seat sideways, her long legs between them, and she looked up from where she sat.
“All right. Practice. You have a presentation to give in a half hour and you’re going to give me the highlights, right now. Off the top of your head. Because I know you know them.”
Feeling exasperated because she didn’t actually agree to this, Brooke crossed her arms and looked down at Taylor, who braced her elbow against her knee and then propped her chin on her fist and stared up at Brooke expectantly.
“It’s about budgeting to allow for infrastructure growth. I highly doubt you’re going to find it interesting,” her voice was dry as she shifted to her other foot.
“I love learning about new things. And besides, either I fall asleep and you have a really easy audience to rehearse on or you keep me awake, and you’ll know that you really did nail it,” Taylor cajoled, crossing her legs at her ankles. “Now, come on. No one else is listening.”
“I don’t care who’s listening here,” she shot back, which was, at the very least, true. Even if there were people around them – there weren’t – she didn’t care about the opinions of someone who had no idea about what she was talking about, who was hanging out in a bar in the middle of the day.
“Perfect.” Taylor opened her hands and held out her arms as if to say now, bring it on. It felt both inviting and like a dare.
And it sparked that need Brooke had to prove herself. She wondered if Taylor did that somehow on purpose.
“Find out who you are, and do it on purpose,” Taylor quoted, the gleam in her eyes seeming brighter. “So, you know. Do it, here and now.” 
Brooke narrowed her own eyes at Taylor. “Don’t use Dolly’s wisdom against me. I’m already going.” 
Taylor winked unabashedly. “I felt like if there was anything that might motivate you more, it would be Dolly Parton.” 
Which, fine. She wasn’t wrong, and it didn’t surprise her that Taylor would remember that. Given that she and Ben had both been devout Dolly fans since childhood, it would have been a shocking thing to forget. 
Straightening her shoulders, she took a deep breath through her nose and began.
“Managing a budget for a city experiencing a seven to ten percent rate of growth, as many of us know, isn’t easy…”
***
Brooke really thought that one of the weirder moments in her life – top ten for sure, maybe top five – would be standing in a bar in San Diego in the middle of the day, with Taylor Vandenberg staring up at her with rapt interest, as she did a quick review on the yearly budget of Faircombe.
She found out that it was actually even weirder having Taylor walk down the sidewalk with her as they left the bar, going in the direction of the hotel her conference was at.
The late September sun was warm and Taylor tilted her head up into it as Brooke tilted hers up at Taylor. She still sported a golden tan from… wherever she’d been. Malaysia? Brooke supposed spending a portion of the summer in southeast Asia would result in that perfect tan.
Despite living in Tennessee her entire life, Brooke still preferred the indoors in the summer when the temperatures got too warm.
“You actually made the budget interesting. And Faircombe,” Taylor added, her tone teasing, turning to look at her and catching Brooke’s gaze on her.
Brooke quickly turned away, looking ahead of them as they walked, and she set her jaw in irritation. “Faircombe is interesting. You just don’t think so.”
She walked a little faster, reminded of yet another reason why Taylor was so frustrating a person to her. Beyond her general irresponsibility was the fact that Taylor had left their hometown and seemed to still think so little of it, when Brooke had made it her life’s work to breathe life into it.
Two different kinds of people.
Unfortunately for her, Taylor’s longer stride kept pace with her with no problem. She reached out, her hand catching Brooke’s easily to slow her pace. “Wait, I was kidding.” She shrugged, tossing her hair back with a wink. “Mostly. But one woman’s treasure is another woman’s… not treasure.”
She snorted out a laugh as she narrowed her eyes. “You pick that up in your worldly travels?”
Taylor gave her a crooked grin. “You know me.”
Brooke hummed under her breath, noncommittal.
As they turned the corner and the conference center came into view, Brooke realized – somehow for not the first time today? How did that even happen? – that Taylor’s hand was still clasping hers. It was an effortless hold, fingers loosely linked.
As soon as she was aware of it – she couldn’t not be aware of it, the warmth linking them together – she tugged her hand away. Brooke was generally always very aware of her personal space. Mostly because she did not care for other people to be in it.
It was just that Taylor was a strange – so strange – and unexpected – so unexpected – comfort – never in Brooke’s wildest dreams would she have called Taylor a comfort – on a wild card day.
Taylor brought her hand up and sifted it through her long, dark hair, as she continued to walk alongside Brooke.
“Are you going to walk me all the way to my presentation?” She stopped short as she posed the question, giving the building a side-eye. There were people milling about outside already, prepared to go in.
Taylor stopped with her, lifting her eyebrows in a mischievous look that Brooke instantly didn’t trust. “I don’t know. Maybe. Why?”
“Don’t you have a friend you were going to meet?” She could distinctly recall that Taylor had said that in her little tale earlier.
Taylor shrugged. “We had loose plans for me to stop by if I had the time. I was thinking I might stop by a conference instead. Oh, I love collecting brochures from conferences, too. You have one of those, with your name on it?”
“I mean… I do have some brochures in my hotel room.” The words left her slowly, absently, as Taylor’s words registered to her. Brooke then only stared at her for a beat, stuck on just the thought of “loose plans” because the idea was baffling to her. Stop by if you have the time?
Two different kinds of people, she thought again.
Brooke crossed her arms as she registered exactly what Taylor had said. “Stay? For the presentation? You have… I mean, you have the time. To go see your friend.” 
“You trying to get rid of me?” Taylor held a hand over her chest, mouth falling open in mock-offense. “After our afternoon together?”
“After our afternoon together?” she parroted. “You make it sound like…” Brooke blamed the warm afternoon sun for her face flushing. “We just drank Sprite.”
“And practiced your presentation.” 
She… all right, she did feel more confident in her presentation, now that she’d run through it with someone else. Marisa back home had listened too, but, well, Marisa was actually interested in city government. In Faircombe. It didn’t feel as admittedly satisfying as it did having kept Taylor’s attention. 
“All right. I’ll confess that I think practicing my presentation on you worked.” She sighed with the admission. She was nervous about this presentation still, but she knew everything she had to know. Taylor really had seemed interested during her brief presentation and that kind of felt like a victory in and of itself. “Thank y–”
“Brooke, I’m so glad I ran into you. I’m sorry I missed your presentation earlier, but I heard it went well.” Joseph Englewood spoke from behind her and she turned around quickly to face him. One of the only people she actually knew here as he had been one of the organizers who’d sought her out to invite her.
“It certainly… went.” It was the only thing she could bring herself to say on the subject, and she wondered, with a suspicious look over his shoulder, who had brought it up to him. She wondered what had been said about her in the hour break they’d had before the final presentation of the day – her presentation.
Joseph gave a warm smile. A little too warm, really, which didn’t surprise Brooke, given that Joseph had asked her out to get drinks the previous two nights in a row. She’d said a perfunctory and resolute no both times. 
“Are you ready to head in for yours? You do still have a few minutes if you need it, since you double checked your visual presentation last night. Ahead of the game.”
The encouraging look he sent her made her want to scowl all over again. Yes, she was prepared and ahead of the game. But apparently that had been the reason he’d strongly suggested that she be the one to fill in today.
Sour at the thought, she pushed it to the back of her head. This was time for her presentation, and her own presentation was ready. She’d gone over it ad nauseum.
She would like to get another look at it, though. A quick run-through before she had all eyes on her again.
“Yes, I’d like that. Just, one second.” Brooke held up a finger to him as she took a deep breath. Was Taylor actually serious a few minutes ago? Was she going to stay for her presentation? She was already speaking as she turned, “I –”
Before she abruptly cut herself off. Taylor was no longer behind her.
Eyebrows drawing down in confusion, she looked around. There were way more people now, all coming back from their break, she supposed. It had probably made it easy to just slip away.
Brooke shook her head, blowing out a breath. It wasn’t like she’d actually wanted Taylor to stay. Sure, her presence had been a shockingly positive thing at the time. But this was what she expected from her. Taylor appeared randomly as if blown in by the wind, and then was gone just as quickly.
Unlike running into her, this part… wasn’t really a surprise at all.



Chapter Two
 
“I do agree, um, of course, that it’s difficult to make projections in terms of budget when you are factoring in urbanization a-and what it means – wait. What it takes, right, to expect from your growing population’s needs –”
Brooke’s voice rang out through the large conference hall, stumbling over her words for what might have been the twelfth time in the last ten minutes.
Taylor watched her from her perch in the back, sympathy for Brooke – who was so, so red in the face – welling up strongly inside of her, as she couldn’t help but cringe, softly. Thankfully, the presentation was almost over.
Because, frankly, Taylor wasn’t really sure Brooke’s shoulders could take much more of this. Rigid with tension during the first ten minutes, she had managed to relax a little bit, it seemed, once she’d settled into a groove.
But it all had gone downhill in the last fifteen minutes after someone in the front interrupted Brooke to contradict something she’d been saying about certain allocations of particular funds – of all the fucking things. It had led to a conversation between multiple people in the audience, with Brooke and her presentation falling to the wayside for a couple of minutes as she’d floundered to gain attention back to herself. Which she’d managed to do by snapping minutes later, looking both flustered and frustrated.
It was clear that the entire altercation had clearly thrown Brooke back into the headspace she’d been in earlier at the bar.
Because Taylor knew that Brooke
knew this backwards and forwards. And she really did have to give Brooke credit; it wasn’t boring. Well, definitely not as boring as a presentation about budgeting should be. Taylor would know; she’d attended innumerable different conferences over the years. For no other purpose than the fact that she genuinely did just enjoy learning. She was incredibly familiar with a vast variety of presenters. The good, the bad, the boring.
Taylor took her eyes off of Brooke long enough to take a glimpse around. She didn’t doubt Brooke had made a fool of herself, as self-described, earlier in the day; Taylor had plenty of memories from back in her childhood around Brooke being a little awkward.
But it had always been so endearing to her.
The interruption earlier had completely thrown the focus of the audience as well. Over half were watching Brooke still, but there were a good deal far too many checking their watches and on their phones.
She scowled at them.
Taylor’s eyes lingered on the man sitting four seats down from her. They were two of the only people in the back row, and she recognized him as the one who’d interrupted herself and Brooke earlier, outside.
Taylor had certainly noticed how interested he’d been in the presentation, though. And in Brooke herself.
Entertained by the thought, she shook her head. That man was barking up the wrong, gay tree.
“Uh, that’s, that’s all. Thank you for coming.” Brooke finished, her voice stiff and even from the back of the room, Taylor could see the redness in her cheeks and the angry, hard set of her jaw.
Clapping broke out in the room, with Taylor leaning forward to join in. And to join in a little harder than others, because, honestly, the collective sound felt far too half-assed to her ear.
With that thought, she brought her fingers up to her mouth and whistled loudly enough to be heard over the clapping.
Brooke’s head snapped up and her ever-so-intense hazel eyes immediately connected with hers in the back of the room. Even with the distance, Taylor could see the surprised confusion in them.
And she could just make out the little line between her eyebrows, the one she’d pointed out that happened when Brooke scowled.
When she scowled, frowned, looked confused or surprised – that little line was there. Like it was the signal that Brooke was turning something over in her mind. When she’d been younger, Taylor had always found it absurdly adorable and amusing, in equal measure. Such a serious person.
Thirty years later, she found she still thought it equally adorable and amusing.
Her whistle seemed to have gained other attention as well, several heads turning toward the back of the room, where she’d slipped in and taken a seat in the last row. Still, she kept her eyes on Brooke, enjoying the way her eyebrows drew down low in thought, and Taylor grinned at her. Brooke focused on Taylor for another beat before she shook her head and headed toward the edge of the dais.
As people filtered out, Taylor took a moment to grab her own bag and slip the business cards she’d been given earlier to an inside pocket, content to fiddle around with her phone as she waited for Brooke to gather her own belongings.
Jo – 4:44PM
Did you know Cleopatra wasn’t Egyptian?
Taylor shook her head affectionately at her niece’s text – the latest in random history facts that she’d started to receive ever since Jo had won her fifth grade history fair and had since developed a deep love of history. She’d settled on Egypt being the focus of her history fair project for this year’s history fair project only last week, and ever since, Taylor had dared Jo to find a fact to wow her. 
Taylor – 5:17PM
I *did* know that, actually. Come on, Bug,
you’re going to have to do better than that
to stump me.
Jo – 5:18PM
UH okay, how about this – did you know 
Egyptian women were allowed to legally
get divorced and remarried?
Taylor – 5:18PM
Oh, good one! I did know this, but I think we’re
getting closer to some good stuff here.
Jo – 5:18PM
I WILL get to 100!!! 
Taylor grinned; she’d made the deal last year that when Jo hit a hundred fun facts about world history that Taylor herself didn’t know, Jo could start planning the trip of her dreams for them to take when she graduated. Her brother was just going to love that… 
Taylor – 5:19PM
I have no doubt you will, because you’re brilliant.
And because you have 4 more years to do it ;)
She looked up just in time to see the man who’d been sitting in her row, salivating over Brooke throughout her presentation, stroll up to join her at the front of the room. Taylor couldn’t hear what he was saying with that eager expression on his face, but she could read Brooke’s expression, which was a mix between pained, flat, and irritated.
A Brooke Watson specialty, she thought, as she tucked her phone away and slung her own bag over her shoulder and made her way toward the pair.
“– know you’ve been busy with the last few days and that it would have perhaps been a little… unprofessional, but now that the conference is over, I thought you might want to grab a drink.” The man trailed off when he noticed Taylor approaching, lifting a questioning eyebrow. “Hello?”
Brooke turned to look at her as well and Taylor knew it wasn’t her imagination that those negative emotions painted all over her face lessened, her features shifting once more into that surprised expression.  
We aren’t friends, though, repeated through her mind, unbidden. So… maybe they weren’t. But they did have decades of history with each other and Taylor was always certain that at least half of the gruffness Brooke expressed with her was bluster.
Taylor offered a barely-there smile at him. “Hi. I’m Taylor, an old friend of Brooke’s.” She couldn’t help but flick her gaze toward Brooke once more, shooting her a wink. She also couldn’t help but love the huff of breath that escaped Brooke as she shook her head. “We actually have dinner plans tonight.”
“Oh.” His eyes moved slowly between them, as if trying to properly get a read on the situation. Though Taylor wondered if that was even possible, because Brooke’s general disinterest in him had been obvious enough for her to spot it from across the room. “Well, if that’s what your plans are tonight…?” His gaze landed on Brooke, as he obviously waited for a confirmation.
Taylor also turned to Brooke, and for one genuinely alarming moment where silence beat between the three of them, she was concerned she’d overstepped. Not something she typically felt.
Before Brooke released a breath. “Yeah, Joseph, I have plans with Taylor. Thanks for the offer.” There was a dryness in her voice as she thanked him and Taylor tried valiantly to hide her smile. 
“Ah, anytime. Really. It was really great seeing you again. Maybe next time?” It looked very much like he wanted to go into a hug, but given Brooke’s crossed arms, he decided against it, before nodding at the two of them.
Taylor waited a few seconds before she shook her head. “You know, that hesitation on confirming our plans really alarmed me. Sure, you can say we aren’t old friends if that’s what you want, but if he is the barometer for where I fall in terms of companionship…” she trailed off, lifting her eyebrows as she forced a shudder.
She was rewarded with the slightest curving of Brooke’s full lips even as Brooke shook her head and slung her bag over her shoulder.
Getting Brooke to smile had always felt like an accomplishment, something Taylor always tried to make happen when their paths crossed. It just always felt important, when she was usually so frown-y. 
She easily dropped into a rhythm with Brooke as she started toward the double door exit.
She clapped her hands, rubbing them together for good measure. “All right, where do you want to grab dinner? I know the best burrito place in the area, which would be my personal recommendation. But I could usually go for anything.”
Brooke abruptly faltered and then halted. Taylor instinctively reached out, landing her hand on Brooke’s shoulder. “You okay?”
Brooke shot her a look that screamed of exasperation. “We didn’t actually have dinner plans, you know.”
“Of course I know we didn’t have any concrete plans. But what are the odds that we would run into each other here like this? And we barely had time to catch up earlier. I’d love to spend some more time with you,” she added, the words leaving her before she thought them through. But it was entirely true. She wanted more time with Brooke and she had no problem saying so. “If it’ll help, you can pretend I’m an absolute stranger who wants to pick your brain about budgeting,” she joked, rubbing her thumb over the quality material of Brooke’s buttoned up shirt.
“If you were a stranger, this would be a whole other thing,” Brooke muttered, seemingly to herself, before she shrugged her shoulders forcefully and Taylor’s hand easily fell back to her side.
Taylor tilted her head in question at the choice of words, before settling on the idea that Brooke likely wouldn’t entertain her at all if she were a stranger.
“Come on,” she cajoled, lightly bumping Brooke’s elbow with her own and dipping her voice to tease, “Tell me that you think spending some time getting something to eat with me is worse than spending all night alone, unhealthily reviewing your presentation ad nauseum. Really, tell me.” 
“Don’t tempt me,” Brooke’s voice was dry and Taylor couldn’t decide if it was actually joking or not. 
She straightened a bit to eye Brooke critically. “Besides, I’d be willing to bet you haven’t actually eaten anything today. My mom would kill me if she knew we’d run into each other and I didn’t make sure you had something real to eat.”
“Pretty sure your mom doesn’t expect you to be the responsible one between the two of us when it comes to having a proper supper,” Brooke shot back and there was a resignation mixed with the surliness in her tone.
“And insulting me on top of it all. My feelings.” Taylor placed a hand over her heart, not bothering to clamp down on her grin.
“You’re laughing!” Brooke accused, eyes narrowed.
“Only to hide my pain.”
Brooke cut her eyes away as Taylor saw another of Brooke’s little reluctant grins, before she reached up to run her hands through her thick light brown hair.
“And… fine. Maybe getting something to eat with you is slightly better than sitting for the entire night wallowing in mortification alone in this city,” Brooke allowed, even as she grimaced as they exited the hotel.
Taylor smiled widely, a sense of triumph filtering through her. “That’s the spirit.”
“Okay, stranger,” Brooke emphasized, “Ask me your budgeting questions.”
*** 
“All right. I’m totally out of questions,” Taylor had to admit, twenty-five minutes later as they settled onto the lounge chairs that overlooked the ocean set up behind Brooke’s hotel. She took a bite of her burrito and chewed slowly before she cocked an eyebrow. “You may not know this about me, since we just met today totally for the first time, but I’m somewhat new in this field.”
Brooke sat gingerly sideways in the lounge chair, posture impeccable as she kept her feet solidly on the ground. So directly opposed to Taylor, who had her legs over the bottom of the lounger, crossing at the ankle as she finished her dinner.
Brooke’s intelligent, measuring gaze was on her for a long moment that had Taylor wondering if she should look away even though she didn’t want to. Before those hazel eyes blinked and looked back down at her own burrito. “I think you actually did really well for someone new to the field. Your questions were pretty insightful.”
Taylor could feel the pleased smile start taking hold, a low buzz of warmth at the genuine compliment from Brooke on a simmer inside of her. “No need to sound so surprised.”
Brooke scoffed, before she shook her head and then looked back up. Gone was the slightly surprised but impressed look from only a minute ago, instead replaced with an inscrutable stare.
“What were you doing there?”
“I told you; I sell to a gallery –”
“Not here in San Diego. I meant at my presentation.” Brooke’s fingers toyed with the wrapper of her burrito. They were long and nimble, Taylor noted, eyes catching on the movements. She enjoyed Brooke’s hands; for someone who was so steady, her hands were often moving. She wondered if Brooke even noticed that about herself. “You completely disappeared into thin air.”
“Did you miss me?” She couldn’t help but tease, even as she sat up straighter and looked closely at Brooke.
Brooke only nailed her with that no-nonsense gaze.
“While you were talking to that guy who wants to dry-hump your leg, a woman approached me. Marjorie Lyle? She’s the city manager of…” Taylor paused, trying to think back to what Marjorie had said to her. The woman had a lot to say in a short amount of time, and she was very enthusiastic. 
“Caseton, Mississippi,” Brooke provided, a slight edge of annoyance pushing into her voice that intrigued Taylor. Her response was terse, “Yeah. I know her.” 
Taylor arched an eyebrow at her. “I feel like there’s a story there.” 
Brooke’s eyes rolled, hard. And for once, Taylor didn’t think it was at her. “Not a story. Mostly.” she muttered, “We just… have very similar city sizes and trajectories, and there are a lot of comparisons. Run-ins.” 
She desperately had to hold back the remarks about this rivalry in the face of Brooke’s sour look, which she applauded herself for doing. 
Taylor cleared her throat. “Anyway, she recognized me and started talking about your conference and about her town. That sort of led into a few other people coming over and doing the same thing, and we kind of started forming a group. So then we moved over to the side so we weren’t blocking the entrance,” she explained. “When I looked back over, you’d gone inside.”
That little line between Brooke’s eyebrows was back as she watched Taylor closely. But she wasn’t really scowling; instead she just looked dubious. “She recognized you from your blog thing? Does that actually happen?”
For a second, Taylor only stared, blinking slowly. Her blog thing was also known as her travel blog – which was, at this point, its own website.
When Marjorie had approached her earlier, she’d excitedly referenced how she’d followed Taylor since her first trip to Borneo in 2005. Taylor wouldn’t say she could forget any trip she’d been on, but that one in particular would always stick with her.
She’d been on the go since the mid-nineties, having set off on her own to travel when she was barely nineteen. Willful and wistful, she’d left against her parents’ wishes to satiate her desire to get the hell out of Faircombe, Tennessee, population 16,102.
And for the first few years, she’d done exactly what she’d set out to do – bounced around to see and experience as much as she could, no plan or direction in mind. First across the States to the West Coast, before going down to Latin America. It took a while, but she’d eventually made her way overseas.
While her parents hadn’t been willing to financially support her in her endeavors given that her dad had very much been disappointed that she wasn’t going to college and given their somewhat strained relationship at the time, Taylor hadn’t cared. She’d burned through her savings after a couple of months and then had worked when she had to work – she just might be a world record holder for the amount of odd-jobs and random skills acquired over the years – saving to get to the next adventure.
When she’d created her blog Taylor-Made To Travel in 2002, it had been for herself, first and foremost. By then, she’d been twenty-five, out on her journey for six years, had experienced life in twenty countries, and was completely addicted to seeing more. 
She wanted to see everything.
She hadn’t made it for recognition; at the time, she’d had no freaking idea about the recognition even possible from her little blog. She just loved having a single place to post all of her pictures, to write down her thoughts, her feelings, describe the people she’d met, and the things she’d done. How each place affected her.
It had also been convenient to have a place where her family could find her so she could stop sending postcards for the purpose of assuring her parents she was alive at every new location. A place for the friends she’d made along the way to check in.
It wasn’t until that first trip to Borneo, where she’d stayed for almost five months – the longest she’d ever stayed anywhere – that she got that recognition. She’d written about her experiences with the wildlife there, which had been her initial draw. But what she’d ended up most entangled in was the struggle between cultural tourism and indigenous authenticity of the Dayak tribes.
She hadn’t had any idea when she’d left Borneo for Vietnam that both her wildlife and human ethics pieces would completely blow up. But, good lord, they had.
And in the sixteen years since, Taylor-Made To Travel had become one of the world’s most visited travel sites, featured in magazines and, occasionally, on TV. She’d gone from nickel and diming her way from region to province and country to country, to getting offers of free trips with sponsors and advertisements.
Sometimes, there was a part of her that was upset by her brother’s blatant disregard for her life and career choices, even after all this time. A disregard that Brooke very clearly shared. 
But, unlike her brother, Brooke didn’t actually have disdain written all over her face. Just confusion.
Taylor shook her head, a small, secret smile tugging on her lips as she shrugged. “I get recognized sometimes,” she allowed.
Brooke looked like she was about to say something to that before she cut herself off and sighed. “Thanks for distracting me almost completely from the total fool I made of myself earlier.”
“I thought you did really well,” Taylor offered, her voice soft and genuine. She already knew the look she was going to receive from Brooke even before she glowered. Wonderfully predictable.
“For all of the things you can be, Taylor, a liar was never one of them.”
“I’m not lying!” She insisted and pushed herself up to mirror Brooke. They sat across from one another, knees bumping and then pressing as Taylor settled herself, enjoying the connection. “Besides, I thought we were strangers tonight?” 
Brooke snorted, still giving Taylor that look. “Yeah, and now I know that you’re a stranger who is going to lie to me.”
Taylor leaned in, making sure Brooke looked her in the eye. “You did the whole presentation from beginning to end, even after a few missteps. It’s the fact that you pushed through even when you definitely wanted to run off that stage, that really matters.”
Because, really, this was Brooke. The same Brooke Watson who had – at several points in her youth – lost her lunch over the idea of public speaking.
The glower faded from Brooke’s face and as much as Taylor really did find enjoyment in that look, she much preferred this. The moment of softness that came across Brooke’s features as she studied Taylor.
“You would really think that,” Brooke accused after a few beats, resignation written all over her tone, that just edged on glum.
And even though Taylor was a giant proponent of letting yourself feel your feelings, whatever they may be, she wasn’t going to let Brooke fall into a genuine upset over this.
She reached out with the hand not holding her burrito wrapper and clasped at Brooke’s hand, giving it a firm squeeze. “I do really think that. Everything in life is about the journey, Brooke.”
She waited a moment, chuckling when she heard the predictable groan Brooke let out.
“Oh my god. Life’s a journey? Not more of that hippie stuff.” Brooke’s fingers flexed in hers, but didn’t pull away, much to Taylor’s pleasure.
“With me? Come on, you should know better than that,” she winked, and then Brooke actually did pull her hand away. “But in all honesty, regardless of how it went in the end, your presentation was actually really interesting. Even I thought so! And sparking a conversation amongst your peers… well, it might have thrown you off, but it’s usually a good thing. It means they were engaged, they cared.”
Taylor let that sink in, watching Brooke take in her words as she ate the last of her burrito.  
“And I might not know much about city management, but what you’ve done with Faircombe is nothing short of incredible.”
Taylor could say that with absolute certainty, as someone with no skin in the game. The Faircombe she’d left behind was far from the Faircombe it was now from an outside view, with almost double the population size. 
She doubted it had changed very much beyond that, but that seemed like an impossible task. 
Brooke covered the side of her face with her hand and groaned. “God, what if that means more conferences like this in the future?”
“It probably does,” she confirmed cheerfully. Then studied the distressed look on Brooke’s face, something twisting low in her stomach at the sight of it – yeah, that wasn’t something she enjoyed seeing. She reached out again, giving Brooke’s knee a warm, encouraging touch. “But you did that! Twenty-five years ago, Faircombe was just like almost any other small town in Tennessee, with a declining population. And now look at you go, being invited to the conference and everything.”
Brooke’s hand fell into her lap, her slacks wrinkling that much more, before she shrugged. “I mean, it wasn’t just me. Your dad when he was still the mayor, and the council – they’ve all done a lot.”
Taylor nudged her knee with her own, glad to see some of the stress melt away from Brooke’s face and the set of her shoulders. “Okay, Ms. Modest, but who was asked to represent?”
Brooke sighed, staring out at the ocean again as the ever-present serious look slid back over her face. “What was the worst part of the presentation?”
Taylor laughed, exasperation sliding through her even as she dropped her hand to playfully slap at Brooke’s thigh. “I’m trying to take your mind off of that, Brooke, not let you harp on it.”
“Isn’t it you who’s all about dealing with your issues to try to let them go? Or some crap like that?” Those hazel eyes turned to her. So fucking intense all of the time, always.
For just a moment, Taylor let herself enjoy that intensity.
All right, for longer than a moment. But Taylor wasn’t someone who often cut herself off from simple pleasures, like the feeling that slid through her at that look.
Still, she shook her head. “Perhaps I am all about that crap,” she agreed, stroking her thumb over Brooke’s thigh and enjoying her warmth through her dress pants. “But I’m also about focusing on the good and not the bad.”
Brooke held her gaze, her expression falling almost into a pout for a moment, before she seemed to gather herself and sat up straighter. 
“All right, then – what was the best part of the presentation?” Brooke asked, her forehead furrowed in contemplation. “If I have to keep doing these, I should probably capitalize on the best parts.”
“Your voice,” she answered without needing to think about it.
“My… voice,” the disdain in that voice rang through as Brooke repeated the words back to her, turning to look at her incredulously, absolutely tickled Taylor.
She chuckled, holding her hands up in a defensive gesture. “What do you want me to say?”
“I want you to be serious! I was asking a real question.”
“And I was giving you a real answer!” She grinned as she defended herself, leaning in closer, catching the scent of Brooke’s perfume as it mixed with the ocean air. Mm. “You spoke quietly. Loud enough that everyone could hear you with the mic,” she assured, “But quiet like this is my presentation and you are going to pay attention. It was… authoritative,” she decided was the right word as it landed on her tongue and the way it resonated through her. “You knew what you were doing and you did it.”
She leaned in even closer, holding Brooke’s gaze as she did so, and was surprised that Brooke didn’t lean back at all as they were inches away and at the little thrill that shot through her at their proximity.
Brooke only watched her curiously, eyes widening, as Taylor lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “Plus, you just have a nice voice.”
She took absolute pleasure in the pink tinge on Brooke’s cheeks and the three seconds it took Brooke to register what she’d said and then try to figure out where to categorize it in her mind.
But Taylor meant it plain as day.
Brooke’s drawl over her words was like honey, with her voice clear and light as her Tennessee accent washed over Taylor’s ears just right. She’d been to damn near every country in the last twenty-five years, heard almost every different variation of speaking there was.
Nothing sounded as nice to her as someone from home in the South. And Brooke’s voice in particular struck a chord in her. It reminded her of home in a very specific way. Maybe because of how long they’d known each other or maybe just because of Brooke’s cadence. The quiet, firm way she spoke.
Brooke was giving her a measuring look, and Taylor felt like she could read her mind. That she was wondering if Taylor had been flirting or teasing. And for a moment, she wondered if she, herself, had been flirting, too, without realizing it.
Oh, well. She just stared back, holding her gaze evenly.
Finally, Brooke released a deep breath, leaning back. “Well, thanks, I guess. You’ve lost a lot of yours. Your accent.” She rolled her eyes. “Or, I guess I should say, you sound more like any old generic American.” 
“Still got it enough for people to try to guess where I’m from wherever I go,” she quipped. But it was true.
Been all over the world, and whenever she made new friends or even acquaintances, people who were familiar with the States loved to try to pick out which area she was from. 
Brooke’s lips twitched, her hazel eyes seeming a little brighter in curiosity. “Are you serious? Anyone ever actually guess Tennessee?”
“Just once on the first go. A lovely couple from Ireland I shared a cab with.” She grinned. “I always play the guessing game, but the rule is that if you’re from the U.S. it doesn’t count.”
Brooke shook her head as she turned to look over the ocean, that small curve of her lips still present and making Taylor feel like she’d accomplished something worthy tonight.
The final beams of the setting sun played over Brooke’s face, her soft features nearly glowing with it and an easy sigh left Taylor’s mouth as she let her head fall to the side, onto the back of the lounge chair again, that easy, wanting feeling inside of her settling in.
Brooke turned to face her at the sigh, eyebrows arching when she saw Taylor’s eyes already on her. “What?”
“This is just me loving this time of day. Especially while being joined by a beautiful woman.” The words left her without thinking, but she kept her gaze trained on Brooke’s, as she stood by it.
The disgruntled sound that left the back of Brooke’s throat as she wiggled back, knocking their legs together with the movement, was somehow both predictable and confusing.
“Don’t flirt. I know you can flirt with, like, a brick wall and make it…” she trailed off, gesturing vaguely into the air with her hand as her eyebrows furrowed while she searched for the words to finish. Before she seemed to give up and cleared her throat, then crossed her arms.
Taylor tilted her head against the back of the chair, absurdly delighted with her awkward surliness, a pleased smile tugging at her lips. “A brick wall? First of all, comparing yourself to a brick wall is extremely unflattering and wildly erroneous. Secondly, I wasn’t flirting!” At least, she didn’t think so. Maybe. A little? “I’m just being honest.”
Brooke huffed out a breath, the slightest blush visible on her neck under the crisp collar of her shirt, as she turned to look out at the ocean again.
Taylor followed her gaze, sighing at the sight. “You remember when we went to Myrtle Beach that summer?” She could remember it like it was yesterday even if it had been almost thirty years ago. It was the first time she’d actually seen the ocean in person, the vast wonder of it igniting the need to see more inside of her.
Every summer, Taylor’s parents had taken trips throughout the tri-state area that were always a highlight for Taylor, Ben, and their younger sister Savannah. Taylor remembered that the summer Ben and Brooke turned ten, her brother had begged their parents for Brooke to start coming with them.
When Brooke didn’t say anything, Taylor turned back to look at her, incredulous. “You don’t remember? I was sixteen, so you were, what, twelve?” She squinted at the memories, looking at Brooke as she bit her bottom lip. “And I was going to take you and Ben up in the skywheel and Ben chickened out at the last minute?”
Brooke cleared her throat. “I remember, a little.” Her voice was sharper than before and Taylor blinked at it, wondering what she’d said to cause it. 
Perhaps it was the reminder of why Brooke had often joined them, not just on vacations but also almost every night for dinner – because her own home life hadn’t been too wonderful. Contrite, she opened her mouth to apologize.
Brooke stopped her, clearing her throat. “But I thought you were a stranger tonight? I don’t think I would have vacation memories with someone I just met.”
Taylor tilted her head. “Touché.”
She thought of more shared memories as they sat outside with the air starting to chill as the evening set in. The times they’d all sat in her backyard around a fire, times where she’d walked Brooke home after dinner; things she found she wanted to reminisce on. Not a feeling she often had. 
But Brooke stood before she could voice any of these thoughts, leaving Taylor staring up at her. “I, um, I think it’s time I head inside.” She held her hand out.
Surprised but delighted at the gesture, Taylor slipped her hand into Brooke’s and stood. She enjoyed the slight feeling of calluses against her own hand, the warmth of Brooke’s fingers against hers as she linked them.
That line appeared between Brooke’s eyebrows as she muttered, “I was going to take your trash.”
Taylor gave Brooke’s hand a squeeze as laughter bubbled up inside of her. “That makes a lot more sense. But I appreciate this more.”
Brooke hummed under her breath, an exasperated sound, but kept holding Taylor’s hand until she actually did go to throw away their trash as they approached the entrance to her hotel.
Taylor looked around as they entered the lobby. High arched ceilings, a lot of light, let alone the bayfront property. It was the caliber of lodging she could never have afforded for years on the road and even now that she could afford to stay wherever she wanted, it was a rare occurrence for her to do so. “Fancy digs.”
She quite literally bumped into Brooke from behind, not realizing that Brooke had stopped walking while she’d been looking around. She got a delicate fresh scent that reminded her of the woods as Brooke’s hair brushed against her face, her solid back pressed against Taylor for only a few seconds before Brooke stepped away and whirled around.  
She gave Taylor a questioning look. “Are you not… What are you doing? Coming to check my room for intruders?” The sarcasm dripped.
“I think if an intruder knows what’s good for them, they would absolutely skip your room and go to the next.” She jokingly reached out and squeezed Brooke’s bicep.
And then squeezed again, her touch lingering when she encountered actual, genuine muscle. It was well-covered by the sleeves of her dress-shirt – though Taylor had, of course, noted how well it fit her earlier. But it was definitely there.  
Oh.
Well.
“That’s a surprise.” Quite a pleasant one, actually, judging by the pull of want that burned a little brighter inside of her. She trailed her hand down Brooke’s arm slowly, before she reluctantly dropped it to her side. “I remember you got really into karate back in the day but I never thought you continued it.”
“I didn’t. I just – I work out. At home.” Brooke’s words were clipped, that same blush from earlier working up her neck. Her own hand reached up and rubbed her bicep where Taylor’s had just squeezed, before crossing tightly.
“Sexy,” she said it just as a fact, because – it was. She eyed Brooke’s arms carefully now, and she wondered exactly how much muscle definition there was under the rest of her clothing.
She could feel the pull deep in her core that… yes, she was very interested to know.
“Stop,” Brooke grit out, the blush working up over her cheeks now. “No flirting.”
Taylor blinked in surprise at the word as she commanded herself – really, stop. That low-simmering buzz of attraction that she felt to Brooke, the one that ignited whenever they ran into each other since they’d been in their twenties, that was uncontrollable. It was fun, in a way, because Taylor enjoyed appreciating beautiful women.
She liked teasing Brooke and toeing the line, but she always made sure to stop before crossing it in a way that Brooke wouldn’t want.
Brooke crossed her arms, looking around the lobby. “But… really, what are you doing?”
Shaking herself out of it, Taylor arched a questioning eyebrow right back. “Don’t you remember? You said earlier you have brochures from your conference. I like to keep them from whatever I attend. Especially if they are going to have the name of my lifelong… something on it.”
She could see the dubious look in Brooke’s eyes and she didn’t have to try at all to appear guileless. It was the truth. Pictures, brochures, pamphlets – the little, light mementos she could take with her on a moment’s notice – that was what she thrived on. It was really the only physical aspect from her travels that she actually kept.
Before Brooke shrugged. “All right, yeah. Though,” she sighed, heavily, “Why you’d want to remember my presentation is beyond my comprehension.”
They arrived at Brooke’s room within two minutes, located only on the third floor, and she was surprised when Brooke opened the door and gestured for her to enter. But she wasn’t going to question it.
Especially not when it gave her the chance to take a peek around.
Whenever Taylor stayed in a place for longer than a day, it inevitably became a little bit of organized chaos. She, as a rule, didn’t travel with much; way too difficult to actually be on the go if you were bogged down.
But what she did have always took over her space; she liked her space to feel like her space.
It didn’t surprise her in the least that Brooke’s room was tidy and organized. The room didn’t look like Brooke was even staying in it, aside from the suitcase on the other side of the room and another bag next to it. She’d bet Brooke could be untraceably out of here in about four minutes flat. Two, if she wasn’t making the bed after she used it.
The thought made her laugh to herself as she leaned against the dresser and watched the woman in question carefully unzip one of the pockets in the bag, pulling out a folder.
She trailed her gaze to the bed, which was impeccably made even though she’d noticed that Brooke had kept the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. Of course Brooke really did make her own bed in a hotel.
Charmed by the thought, she shook her head, and shifted her gaze to the bedside table. Where a gift basket sat, looking untouched.
“A gift from your admirer?” She guessed, looking back at Brooke, who now had a brochure in hand.
“What?” Brooke followed Taylor’s head tilt toward the basket, and rolled her eyes. “No. It was complimentary, sent to all of the presenters at the conference. It wasn’t from Joseph.”
“Nice bottle of wine for a complimentary basket,” she noted, teasing. She couldn’t help herself; she really did love that little scowl-y line, especially when it was accompanied by a somewhat petulant pout. 
“Well, you can have it if you want.”
“You offering me a drink?” She batted her eyelashes.
Brooke sighed, that long-suffering sigh, as she walked around the bed. “I guess so.”
For a moment, she kicked the debate over in her mind. Whether or not to stay or go. She figured Brooke offered a drink more out of manners than real desire for Taylor’s company – then again, that had likely been the entire evening, really. Even if she knew Brooke had a better time than she might pretend.  
But the evening with Brooke had been far better than Taylor had anticipated – and she hadn’t expected it would go badly. Life was full of these moments. The ones you didn’t expect, with people you just couldn’t see coming. And Taylor had made a lifelong habit to live in those moments for the simple reason:
She never knew what she’d find.
For all she knew, this would be the last significant time she spent with Brooke Watson for years. Maybe forever, because who really knew? And what an insane thought that would be, after having known one another for so long.
Life was weird that way.
“A glass of your finest champagne, please.”
“I have…” Brooke lifted the wine out of the basket and looked at the label, biting the inside of her cheek. “A moderately priced red. So, you can have a glass of this or some water from the bathroom sink.”
“Not even one of the minibar water bottles? Cheapskate!” She accused, hitching herself up on the dresser, chuckling.
“Why would you waste the bottle when you can just drink it out of a glass? It’s better for the environment.” Brooke’s eyebrows drew together as she gave Taylor a dour look, voice dry, “I’ll chill it in the mini-fridge first.”
“Hit me with a glass of the red.”
Brooke sighed and muttered something under her breath that Taylor couldn’t hear, and she watched in amusement as Brooke seemed to debate with herself before pouring herself a glass as well. 
She sipped it as she walked to where Taylor sat, coming to an awkward stop in front of her, rocking back on her heels as her stomach brushed against Taylor’s knees. “Do you have to sit on the dresser?”
Taylor took the offered glass of wine, brushing her fingers against Brooke’s to enjoy that little spark feeling low in her stomach again. And she absolutely didn’t miss Brooke tugging her own hand away, jerkily, before she took a large sip of her wine. Enough so that her glass was already nearly empty. Taylor lifted her eyebrows in surprise.
Sipping her own wine slowly, she took her time to glance around the room. “Where else would you like me to sit? The bed?” She wiggled her eyebrows.  
The sigh Brooke let out made her smile against the rim of her glass.
She patted the dresser next to her. “Come join me up on this unforgiving, not-meant-to-be-sat-on furniture.”
“I bet you say that to all of the women you end up in hotels with.” Brooke murmured, before she turned and hopped herself up onto the dresser as well, her arm brushing against Taylor’s. 
Considering Taylor spent the better part of her life in hotels… it would be a decent amount of the women she’d been with, she thought with a soft chuckle to herself. She watched Brooke pour herself another glass of wine as she settled in, carefully placing the open bottle on her other side. 
“Nope, just the ones I’ve known for thirty-five years.” She couldn’t help but lean into Brooke’s warmth, the solid muscle against her.
It was just too enticing.
“Good to know this isn’t a line you try on all of your dates.” Brooke frowned into her glass, taking a slow sip, before she gave Taylor a sidelong glance.
“If we were on a date, you’d know it.” Taylor winked. “Especially because I wouldn’t be not-allowed to flirt.”
Brooke swallowed a sip of her drink, then snorted. “Who knows. I haven’t been on one of those in so long I probably wouldn’t recognize it.” She groaned as a frown tugged at her lips. “Ugh. Pretend I didn’t say that.”
Taylor ignored that instead, doubt working its way through her at Brooke’s statement. “Oh, come on. I’m sure the queer women of Faircombe are lining up for you.”
“All three of them are usually busy.” Brooke deadpanned. 
Taylor let out a surprised laugh at the joke. Even though she could absolutely remember just what it felt like when she’d come out back in the day; she’d been one of only a small handful of out queer people in the entire town, the only one in the high school. “There have to be more now. Faircombe is, after all, one of the top up and coming cities in the country.” She jostled her shoulder against Brooke’s.
“Fine. Seven of them.”
Those hazel eyes caught hers, and Taylor felt the humor in them. The warmth of it settled inside of her, buzzing pleasantly. Mixing with the way the rest of the evening had left her buzzing, deliberately kept safely at bay, turned down low.
The way she always kept things with Brooke.
Seconds crawled by and she watched entirely too closely as Brooke licked her bottom lip, trailing the motion.
She only managed to snap her gaze away when Brooke cleared her throat. “So, you know. We’re strangers who just met tonight. What would your move be, now?”
Yeah. She really did love Brooke’s voice, she thought, especially right now, as it was a little huskier than earlier, a little lower.
And she couldn’t resist the question posed by that voice.
“Well, if we were on a date and you had me in your hotel room,” she paused to arch an eyebrow at Brooke before throwing her a wink. “So soon, too? God, you’re a sly woman.” Predictably, the line between Brooke’s eyebrows appeared and she let out an aggrieved sigh that just made Taylor grin brighter in enjoyment before she continued, “Then I’d take a long look at you. Mostly to make sure whatever we’ve been drinking hasn’t gone to your head at all.”
She leaned back as she spoke, bracing herself so she could get a little distance between them. Enough to really look at Brooke, the way she would if this had been a date.
Brooke’s disarmingly aware eyes were clear, even if her cheeks were flushed, seeming to watch every move Taylor made. Taylor wasn’t sure Brooke ever missed a thing, honestly. Even if she did just have two glasses of wine.
“No signs of serious intoxication.” She spoke softly, nodding. “And then I’d keep looking. Just to enjoy you.”
Those hazel eyes rolled at her. “Right.”
“Exactly right.”
So she did just keep looking. At first, to make a point. But then as she ran her eyes over Brooke, the exaggerated checking out she meant to do got a little lost in translation. The distraction started with Brooke’s hair.
The bun it was tied into on the top of her head was perfectly twisted, but strands had fallen out over the course of the night, framing her face. The color of Brooke’s hair had always interested her; light brown, but not just. Reddish blonde tinted her locks and it was just such a distinct color, Taylor was caught by it.
She drew her eyes down over Brooke’s face slowly. Eyes wide, devoid of makeup, with high cheekbones. She had a round face, with the slightest curve of her cheek and the definition of cupid’s bow lips.
She had such a delicate face, for someone whose personality was so… brusque.
It was a dichotomy Taylor enjoyed.
The suit she wore was barely rumpled even after a long day. Taylor had to wonder if any of Brooke’s outfits were ever rumpled or anything but perfectly handled. Never that she’d noticed, not even back when they’d been kids. Brooke always liked having everything in the proper place.
“And I would, obviously, like what I see,” she murmured, “Because here I am, with an utterly gorgeous woman.”
She let her eyes fall lower, and – did Brooke’s shirt always have three buttons undone? She tried to think back from earlier, but she had not let herself go there earlier. Her cleavage peaked out and the thing was, Brooke was stacked in ways Taylor could only dream of. She wore the necklace she’d worn since the day Taylor had given it to her when she’d graduated high school. 
Ben and Brooke’s graduation had been the first time she’d returned to Faircombe after leaving several years earlier, and she’d returned with little gifts for both of them. A watch for her brother, and that very necklace, the one with a thin, gold chain that settled into a small starburst, which nestled enticingly just between Brooke’s breasts for Brooke. The sight had Taylor swallowing hard, sipping absently at her wine for her dry throat.
“Who has quite impressive assets,” she rasped.
She forced herself to move her gaze.
After having felt the muscle in Brooke’s arm earlier, she would be willing to bet the rest of her was just as toned and with that thought, her gaze fell to Brooke’s thighs. Covered in form-fitting dress slacks still, but she eyed them carefully. Yeah, she’d bet those thighs were deliciously strong.
“And, as established, a very nice musculature.”
She could only imagine how those thighs would clamp around her wrist or her ears –
Like a car screeching to an abrupt halt, Taylor realized what the hell she was doing. Or more aptly, who she was doing it with.
“You aren’t a stranger, though. You’re Brooke Watson,” she whispered.
Brooke Watson who took everything so seriously. Brooke Watson who thought through every move. Brooke Watson who thought of Taylor as irresponsible. Brooke Watson who’d had a terrible day earlier. Such a bad day that she actually had seemed to take comfort in spending time with Taylor, which she knew wasn’t something Brooke would ever want to admit.
Brooke Watson who was staring at her through heavily lidded eyes when Taylor trailed hers back to them.
It made her heart beat a little faster, enough that Taylor became aware of the pounding of the blood through her veins. Between her legs.
Still, she grinned softly with the sensation. It had been a while since she’d been in this situation with another woman, feeling this much with just a look. And being attracted to Brooke wasn’t exactly something new for her.
But acting on it would be.
Taylor let herself feel the pleasant warmth of that charged attraction as she took a large sip of her wine before she settled it down on the dresser and pushed herself onto her feet. “I should probably go.”
“Wait.” Brooke’s hand, steady and warm, reached out and took a hold of her wrist, stilling her.
“You going to walk me to the door?” Taylor quipped as she turned.
Brooke gave her wrist a firm tug, her other hand reaching out to cup her cheek in a move far smoother than Taylor would have credited to her. Surprised, Taylor’s eyes widened even as her stomach dipped.
And then Brooke’s lips, pressing but pliant, were on her own, erasing any other comments from her mind. 



Chapter Three
 
Brooke couldn’t remember the last time she’d done this. Tugged a woman against her like this, initiated a kiss like this, with someone who she wasn’t actually in a relationship with. A kiss that was quickly growing hungrier by the second.
Probably because she’d never done this, the back of her mind filtered in helpfully to her thoughts.
It was the only coherent thought she was still capable of while Taylor’s mouth moved against hers.
Taylor’s lips were so full and so warm and she could taste the wine on them as she dragged her tongue over Taylor’s bottom lip. She hated how appealing Taylor’s mouth was. It was so wrong how alluring her lips were, when they were curving in a stupid smile as Taylor teased her or laughed at her.
Because Brooke didn’t enjoy being teased or laughed at. She didn’t, and yet as the evening had gone on, she couldn’t help but feel the impact of Taylor’s bright grins and mischievous eyes. Pulling her deeper and deeper into this want.
Taylor groaned, a sound low in her throat, and Brooke felt it echo through her body. She didn’t realize she was still holding Taylor’s wrist until Taylor moved her hands, reaching for Brooke’s thighs and gripping them as she tugged them apart and stepped in closer to where Brooke still sat on the dresser.
Brooke moved willingly with the touch because – ugh, god, she wanted Taylor, much as she was loath to admit it, even to herself. She wanted to feel her body that moved with so much grace, moving against her own.
She felt Taylor’s nails scratch down her outer thighs through her pants and she shivered, before Taylor slid her palms back up and squeezed. Taylor groaned again, the sound seeming to switch a trigger in Brooke. From wanting to needing, and she nipped her teeth into Taylor’s lip, sucking it into her mouth as she slid her hand around Taylor’s waist, pressing against her lower back and pulling her in as close as she could possibly get.
She sifted her other hand through Taylor’s hair, sliding through those dark brown strands, feeling them move through her fingers like silk. Pressing her fingers into the back of her neck and angling her head as she licked into Taylor’s mouth.
Taylor’s hands left her thighs and she swore she could still feel the warmth of them even as she felt fingers tug at her hair, unleashing the bun she’d tossed her hair into earlier.
“You have such perfect hair,” Taylor pulled away from her lips to whisper as she scratched her short nails over Brooke’s scalp.
The feeling sent tingles down her back, making her arch against Taylor, moving her even closer. She didn’t even realize she really could be closer at this point.
One of Taylor’s hands stayed there, scratching at the nape of Brooke’s neck and tugging, Brooke’s head angling back with the movement, as the other hand slid down her back. And she’d never have thought someone could sensually touch her back, but it was happening.
“God,” she panted out, sliding both of her own hands down to Taylor’s ass, over her jeans.
She could feel Taylor hum against her neck as open-mouthed kisses were planted against her skin, the nerve-endings there sending fire through her veins and settling between her legs.
Christ, she was already pulsing. Her entire body buzzed with just how badly she wanted it. Wanted Taylor, especially as she brought her mouth back up to Brooke’s ear, sucking at the spot just behind it and making her shudder.
She could feel Taylor’s smile against her skin as it happened, victorious. The hand on Brooke’s neck slid to her shoulders, pressing into her muscles there in a way that felt alarmingly perfect. It was that sensation mixed with that ridiculously amazing mouth on her neck that made Brooke feel like her whole body melted into Taylor’s.
It was the way Taylor laughed low in her throat, vibrating against Brooke’s skin that did it. Low and seductive but rich and teasing, before Taylor murmured, “Are your shoulders ever not tense?”
That typical Taylor moment broke this spell.
Because it was Taylor. Taylor Vandenberg’s lips were working magic on her neck. The same Taylor who frustrated her, who invaded her space, who did whatever she wanted whenever she wanted without planning for the future or for anyone else. Taylor, whose presence had irked Brooke since she could even remember.
Shit, no, wait.
The thought jerked Brooke out of this annoyingly-easy-to-fall-into haze, as she reached up, planted shaky hands on Taylor’s shoulders and pushed.
She wasn’t exactly strong enough right now to actually push Taylor back. Just a slight propel backwards and it must have registered to Taylor what she was doing a second later. Her mouth left Brooke’s body – and she resolutely swore at herself that she didn’t shiver with the loss of sensation – her hands sliding around to rest on Brooke’s knees as she pulled back and cocked her head in question.
Brooke refused to let herself focus on how dark Taylor’s eyes were with want for her.
“Are you okay?” Taylor’s voice was so low, so husky, it sent another shiver down her spine.
Her spine that she straightened, shoulders setting back as she leaned back on her hands. It wasn’t until then that she registered that she was still sitting on the dresser.
“I…” She trailed off, irritated at her mind for feeling so clouded with this pounding want. “What are we doing?” The words left her lips in a vexed whisper.
She snapped her eyes back to Taylor’s who was watching her carefully.
“We’re kissing,” Taylor answered simply, her kiss-swollen lips curving into a smile. But her eyes were still watching closely. “But before that, I was leaving. Which I can still do.”
Here she was, sitting on the dresser in her hotel, which just seemed so damn absurd to her when she did have a bed, an armchair, and a desk with an office chair.
But of course Taylor had not taken note of those and just sat up here, because that was who she was. And for some reason, Brooke had done the same.
Only, it wasn’t for some reason. It was because she’d had this woman in her hotel room, who could sit anywhere and make it look like she was a queen on the most comfortable throne in the world. Like she owned the space she was in, even when it wasn’t her space to own.
It was because she’d had two glasses of wine – and given her family history with alcohol, she drank very sparingly. Two glasses was typically her limit, unless there was a special occasion. And while she wasn’t drunk, she was feeling the effect of the lower inhibitions. There was no way Brooke would do this without that little push.
It was because she’d actually had a shockingly decent evening after a terrible day, because Taylor had succeeded in distracting her. 
It had been a decent night where she didn’t think about her responsibilities. She wasn’t planning for the next project or weighing the pros and cons about the next council member to please. As she’d packed for this little trip, she’d been reminded by Marisa to enjoy herself and “try to make it actually a mini-vacation from real life, not just a business trip.”
A vacation from real life wasn’t necessarily what she’d intended, and she’d rolled her eyes and told her friend “yeah, sure” in response. But maybe a vacation from real life was what she needed for tonight.
A night where she didn’t have to think about the city council or worry about her job contract renewal. A night where she wasn’t bombarded by Scarlet’s new engagement, as it was the irritating talk of the town. Who wanted to hear about their ex’s love life every damn day?
“Brooke?” Taylor asked, her voice firmer as she arched an eyebrow, gaze searching. “I… should probably go?”
Her eyes searched Taylor’s, her mind whirling with thoughts in the seconds that beat by.
Even as a part of Brooke’s mind – the logical part, the part she was most familiar with – agreed with that sentiment, she reached out and cupped Taylor’s jaw, pulling her back in.
“Don’t go,” was all she said, before she brought her lips to Taylor’s again.
Tonight she wasn’t in Faircombe, she didn’t have to be her normal responsible self. She didn’t have to think about the consequences, because how could there really be consequences when she wouldn’t see Taylor again? Not any time soon, anyway, and not for any notable amount of time.
Taylor’s mouth moved against hers and she couldn’t think at all. The perfect vacation from real life.
A whimper that she knew she’d be embarrassed about when she thought back on this night left her throat as Taylor’s tongue slid along hers. Steady hands clasped at Brooke’s knees and pulled them further apart, allowing Taylor to step so close, her hips bumped into the dresser.
She was already shaking with how aroused she was, even before Taylor slowed their kiss. Deep and sensual, as she stroked her tongue along Brooke’s. Yes.
She slid her hands into Taylor’s hair as she felt one of Taylor’s land on her waist, the other going to her knee, and Taylor hiked her leg up even higher to wrap around the small of her back.
Taylor’s hands slid slowly up from her knee and she could feel the touch everywhere, shivers igniting along the trail of her fingers even through Brooke’s clothing. Before strong hands gripped at her waist and pulled her forward as Taylor pressed in closer, perfectly angling herself so Brooke could feel her.
A moan broke from low in her throat.  
Her hips started moving, grinding slowly against Taylor of their own volition, because all Brooke could register was that Taylor felt so good. She barely got any real friction through the restrictiveness of her dress slacks, but she couldn’t really even bring herself to care.
All she cared about right now was that she wanted this and that she didn’t have to care about anything else.
“Wait, wait.” Taylor panted, her hands still stroking Brooke’s thighs as she broke their kiss.
Brooke wondered how the hell Taylor expected her to be able to focus when she was tantalizingly stroking over her legs like that.
“What’s wrong now?” She blinked several times to clear the haze of arousal, focusing on Taylor’s face.
Intimately close, so insanely close that she could see the tiny, miniscule freckles on the bridge of Taylor’s nose. She could see just how expressive her eyes were, as warm as melted chocolate, and was close enough to see the tiny flecks of golden brown in them.
Taylor slid her hand from Brooke’s thigh, up to tuck hair behind her ear. She lingered, fingertips brushing slowly over her earlobe.
“Nothing’s wrong, per-se, I just – Brooke, I didn’t come here for this, and I just wanted to spend some time catching up with you tonight. To make sure you were okay after your day. I know you had a really… not-great time earlier.”
“That’s putting it mildly.” Brooke snorted, the fucking terrible feelings from earlier in the day amazingly muted underneath the haze of arousal surging through her.
She’d much rather focus on this.
Taylor smiled, soft and slow. “Exactly. And I don’t know… is this just something you’re doing because you want a distraction tonight and I’m here?”
She couldn’t begin to fathom how Taylor read her so easily. 
Brooke eyed her critically. “I didn’t think you, of all people, would have any problem with a one night stand, even if it was born of distraction.”
After all, as far as she knew, Taylor hadn’t had any actual long-term relationships.
Taylor’s laugh was low and Brooke swore she could feel it float over her. “I don’t. I just never figured you’d be into a one night stand.” Even as she spoke, Taylor didn’t pull back from how close she was.
Brooke had no intention of this happening tonight, sure. She didn’t invite Taylor back to her room for this. She hadn’t invited Taylor back to her room at all!
Taylor just had a way of getting under her skin, for better or worse – worse, usually – and settling in, like an itch Brooke couldn’t ignore, no matter how hard she tried.
It was annoyingly distracting because her proximity didn’t let Brooke forget for even a second how much her body reacted to Taylor’s. How uncontrollably turned on she was. So much so that she could feel her hands shaking. It was ridiculous. And she wondered if Taylor knew just how much she wanted her.
She wondered if Taylor wanted her just as much.
As much as she hated to admit it, the thought shot a thrill through her stomach, adding to the heat pounding between her legs.
“You were the one who said earlier that if we were strangers, we wouldn’t even be in this position at all.” Taylor arched a questioning eyebrow when Brooke didn’t say anything, too lost in thought.
Brooke set her jaw at the reminder and watched Taylor’s eyes fall to where Brooke’s irritating tell-tale flush worked over her chest. She could literally feel it happening. Which was ridiculous, because she was a forty-year-old woman.
Apparently that didn’t stop her from feeling some embarrassment.
She sucked in a deep breath and weighed with herself whether she should tell the truth or not. Because she hadn’t meant for Taylor to hear that, at all. But Taylor’s look, eyes darker than ever and so eager, didn’t stop watching her, waiting for the answer.
Rolling her eyes, she grit out, “Fine. What I meant by that was… if a stranger as attractive as you are was asking me to dinner and we had none of this history or chance that it would be awkward after this, then things would be different. All right?”
Taylor’s mouth dropped open in clear surprise. It actually may have been the only time in Brooke’s life she’d seen Taylor shocked speechless, and was definitely the first time she’d been the cause. She might have been able to enjoy it some other time – if it wasn’t at the expense of her own embarrassment.
As it was, real life felt like it was starting to edge in again.
“So, you want me to be a stranger right now?” Taylor’s voice was low, lower than usual, the sound of it adding to the feeling that collected in the pit of Brooke’s stomach.
Brooke stared at her. At Taylor’s familiar face that could never really belong to a stranger. But how easy it would be for her if it did.
“Well, yeah. Wouldn’t you prefer it?” She countered, feeling breathless with the arousal absolutely thrumming through her, combined with the slow perusal of Taylor’s eyes down her body. Especially the way they locked on her chest.
“If you were someone I’d never met before, I’d already have you begging me for more by now.” Taylor sounded somewhat breathless herself, but she grinned as she spoke. The teasing tone of it was Taylor, though, and Brooke rolled her eyes with as much exasperation as she could muster.
“Never min–”
Taylor’s mouth was on hers again. Hungrily, and the sensation pulled a moan from the back of her throat, as the reminders of real life were shoved far away once more, easily.
It felt like Taylor’s hands were everywhere, and Brooke’s body lit up at her touch, her own hands gripping at the bottom of Taylor’s shirt and pulling, tugging where it was tucked into her jeans. Off. She wanted – she needed to touch. Her fingers itched with the desire to feel Taylor’s bare skin. 
Taylor backed away just enough to pull her shirt off and then quickly over her head, before bringing her mouth back to Brooke’s. She didn’t even have a moment to look before Taylor’s mouth was on hers again, teeth scraping at her bottom lip, breathing a whimper into Brooke’s mouth that sent another shock through her.
Even if she couldn’t look right now, she could feel. She slid her hands up the soft skin of Taylor’s hips to her waist, stroking her thumbs under her bra. The feeling of Taylor’s warm skin for the first time shot right to Brooke’s core. Fuck, she felt good. She always knew she would. 
She pressed herself harder against Taylor, trying for more friction and groaning in disappointment when she couldn’t get it.
She could feel Taylor’s lips grin against her own as she broke their kiss, working her way down Brooke’s neck again and –
“Jesus Christ,” she gasped as Taylor found the spot at the base of her neck almost too easily.
Brooke couldn’t even bring herself to care when Taylor chuckled against her, not when she then sucked at that spot. Her hips jerked and she could feel just how wet she was, soaking into her underwear. She felt Taylor trail her fingers up her inner thigh, then back down again, and a quiet whine escaped her.
God, Brooke wanted Taylor’s touch. She wanted it so much; her body felt like it was on fire already. She dragged her nails down Taylor’s back, trying to get her as close as possible. The leg she still had wrapped around Taylor’s waist shook with how turned on she was.
Brooke groaned again when Taylor slid her touch up her thigh, but didn’t actually give Brooke the friction she was horrified to admit that she desperately needed.
Of course, she would tease her.
“Taylor,” Brooke groaned, unable to discern what her feelings were at all when she felt Taylor smile against her. “Come on –”
When Taylor’s hand slid up close enough to brush over Brooke’s heat before she slid back down, Brooke’s control snapped. She wasn’t someone who waited for life to hand her things; she did what she needed.
And right now, she needed.
With that in mind, she grabbed Taylor’s wrist herself and pressed where she needed her, her head falling back in relief at the sensation of finally getting the pressure she ached for. Yes.
“So demanding,” Taylor nipped her teeth into Brooke’s throat and a breath shuddered out of her, “Why am I not surprised?”
Brooke opened her eyes just to narrow them. “I thought –” she curled her toes, gasping out a breath when Taylor pressed down just right, putting pressure on her clit through her slacks. “You said you’d already have me beggi–”
She cut herself off, unable to talk through the moan that broke over her lips as Taylor rubbed faster and then she couldn’t catch her breath, rolling her hips against the movement. She needed this, she thought again, feeling the white-hot sensation start forming in her core.
Taylor’s other hand took a fistful of her hair and pulled Brooke’s head back and she had no other choice than to be putty in her hands. She answered the demand of Taylor’s lips on hers, glad that those full lips were muffling the litany of sounds that escaped her.
Brooke’s entire body froze, back arching hard as her blood sang in her ears as she felt Taylor’s hand undo her pants, her hand immediately sliding inside.
“Oh,” her lips moved against Taylor’s as she felt the warm fingers slide over her, and the electricity shot through her.
“Jesus, Brooke,” Taylor panted against her lips, before she kissed down Brooke’s jaw, sliding her fingers down to her entrance. “You’re so wet.” She nipped at Brooke’s earlobe and she felt it everywhere. “You really wanted this stranger tonight, didn’t you?”
No. Yes. God.
She wanted to tell Taylor to shut up, because she could hear the teasing tone in her ridiculously sexy voice. But she couldn’t. She couldn’t say anything, not when she was just trying to control her breathing, control herself from moving her hips as frantically as she wanted.
Brooke knew she’d been turned on. She knew it. She could feel that her underwear was utterly ruined, could feel how hard her clit was.
But it was only when Taylor started rubbing her fingers in circles over Brooke’s clit, her touch light and so clearly meant to be just the beginning, that Brooke realized – she was going to fucking come.
Not yet, not yet, her mind chanted, but her body was not listening, the feeling washing over her was just too good, too strong –
Her body hadn’t been touched by another person in over two years and she’d never been touched by someone who instinctively seemed to be able to read her body like a book.
Taylor’s fingers drew another lazy circle over her and Brooke’s breath caught in her throat, that burning hot sensation building deep inside of her hurtled right toward the edge.
“I can feel how much you want this,” Taylor murmured against her neck, before she flicked her tongue over Brooke’s pulse point. “I can’t wait to get you undressed and on the bed, so I can feel you under me. I want to press inside of you and fuck you. I want to be able to see your whole body while you shudder against me. You want that?”
She did. She wanted that, but there was no way she was going to be able to hold out. God. God. “Tay…lor,” she managed to pant out, gritting her teeth as she could feel her orgasm tingling in her core, so close. So close, with those perfectly long fingers sliding torturously against her.
Taylor sucked again at her neck, moving her fingers just the slightest bit faster, and that was it. 
Her eyes flew open as she started splintering apart, trying for any semblance of control. But it was the wrong move.
Her eyes met Taylor’s, heavily lidded and watching her so intently, as Taylor moved her fingers even faster and –
Brooke saw stars, a long, desperate moan tearing from the back of her throat as she squeezed her eyes closed. Her hips rolled against Taylor’s hand, hard, working herself into the waves of pleasure.
Her mouth fell open in a silent scream, her body trembling as she felt Taylor’s other arm slide around and stroke up her back. Just feeling closer to Taylor made her feel another jolt go through her. 
She sucked in a deep breath as she came down, feeling Taylor move gently against her. She shook from aftereffects, digging her nails into the smooth skin of Taylor’s back with one hand and the other flailed to the dresser, trying to find purchase. Trying to grab something to hold her steady so she didn’t come again like some teenage boy.
“Ouch!” She whacked her hand against something hard, and she winced, the pain shooting through her hand effectively cutting into her after-orgasm haze. “What the –”
The bottle of wine, she realized dimly, over the roaring of the blood in her ears. She’d essentially just punched the bottle of wine, and she blinked slowly, dumbly – unable to actually process while Taylor’s hand was still in her pants – as the bottle knocked into the wall behind her, then fell onto its side, the remaining contents spilling.
It covered the dresser quickly and it was only as Brooke felt the liquid seep into her pants that she was able to pull herself back into the real world.
Taylor’s hand was gone in seconds as she reached out and grabbed for the knocked over bottle, pulling it upright even though it was too late.
Brooke pushed herself off the dresser, her legs still unsteady as she landed on her feet. Not that it mattered much, as Taylor hadn’t actually stepped back. She stood right against Brooke, their entire bodies pressed against each other.
Brooke felt the hot blush climb over chest and her cheeks, mortification sliding through her. Not only did she come in literally five minutes like she was a fumbling sixteen-year-old rather than a forty-year-old woman, but then she’d spilled the wine and bruised her hand while doing it?
“I can see you starting to overthink,” Taylor’s voice was low, so close Brooke could feel it rumble through her.
Taylor stepped back from her just enough to give her breathing space. And damningly, Brooke missed the feeling of Taylor’s body against her own. Brooke’s shirt was still buttoned – barely? She had no recollection of Taylor undoing all but the bottom two buttons, but her light blue bra was exposed.
“I think you should focus on here and now before that happens.” Taylor reached out, fingers toying with the undone top of Brooke’s pants. Her knuckles brushed against Brooke’s skin and made Brooke’s breath catch in her throat. “Because I’d hate if I just made my one night stand come so quickly and then she over-thought it so much that the night was cut devastatingly short.”
Taylor’s dark eyes were on her and unbelievably, they still seemed to smolder at her. Dark as coal, it seemed, because Taylor wanted her.
Taylor stepped closer again, and it was only then that Brooke was able to fully register the fact that Taylor was shirtless. She had a red bra on, and Brooke’s gaze fell to her soft skin, the flush spreading over her chest, and heat easily starting to slide through her again.
“I think you’ll find,” Taylor murmured, leaning down to press kisses against Brooke’s jaw, “That I found you coming for me like that pretty fucking hot.”
Taylor’s mouth was on hers again in an instant, staving off the rest of the embarrassment that could have loomed in the moment. She kissed her back, matching her hunger and – yeah, she wanted to feel just how hot Taylor was for her.
She felt Taylor’s hands shove at her pants, sliding down her underwear as she went and Brooke kicked them both off as she felt Taylor chuckle against her lips.
“Spilled wine isn’t normally how I get women out of their pants.”
“Shut up,” Brooke grit out, rolling her eyes as she reached up and slid her hand over the back of Taylor’s neck to pull her down.
She kissed Taylor, hard, sliding her hands down her back as she toyed with the hooks on her bra. She didn’t get far, though, as Taylor’s hands landed on her hips and she spun them, walking Brooke backward until her knees hit the bed.
Brooke nearly protested when she found herself on her back, Taylor’s warmth gone. This wasn’t how she normally did things; normally, Brooke was far more dominant in bed. Normally, Brooke –
Any thought of protest left her mind as she watched Taylor reach up and unhook her own bra, before she caught Brooke’s eyes and grinned, slow and sharp, and slid her hands to unzip her own jeans.
Brooke’s breath caught in her throat at the sight, and even though she just came, she felt so ready all over again. 
Taylor stripped for her, staring at Brooke the whole time like she was ready to devour her. And for tonight, she was just going to let herself be devoured.
***
It was the persistent buzzing that woke Brooke.
It wasn’t her alarm, she dimly registered, because that would be far louder and more obnoxious.
Groaning, she rolled onto her side, intending to feel around on the bedside table where she always kept her phone.
Only, she didn’t touch a table. She touched a warm, living lump under the blankets.
Her eyes flew open as she pushed herself up onto her elbow, shoving a hand through her hair to push it out of her face as she stared.
And was faced with the long, tan planes of a smooth back. She drew her eyes slowly up, into the mess of soft, dark hair spread over the white hotel pillow.
Taylor’s back and Taylor’s hair. The smell of Taylor’s perfume that reminded her somehow of sunshine. Taylor’s soft snores as her head was buried in the pillow.
Her phone started buzzing again and the suddenness of the sound mixed with the Taylor of it all shot right through her, making her roll onto her side jerkily in shock. Intending to reach for the other bedside table, not realizing exactly how close she was to the edge of the bed.
She only realized as she felt herself slide off, wincing as she hit the floor. A yelp left her before she bit her lip to cut it off, eyes wide as she peered over the bed, hoping she hadn’t woken Taylor up as her heart raced in her chest.
The last thing she wanted was to deal with Taylor’s commentary right now. She could only imagine the teasing and the unashamed, deliberate perusal of the state they were in and – yeah, no. 
No, no, no. Her stomach twisted.  
What. The. Hell. Had she been thinking?
The thought pounded through Brooke and she shook her head. The buzzing continued – her phone. Which, she realized, was on the floor, because it had been in the pocket of her pants, that remained where they were after having been pushed off.
Quickly, she crawled over, groaning softly at how utterly ridiculous she must look, as she reached for her pants. Then grimaced when she touched the dampness still saturating the material. The wine, she realized. The fucking wine.
Shaking her head, she pulled her phone out of the pocket, seeing Ben’s name and picture flash across the screen just in time for the call to end. A breath of relief left her as she sat on her haunches, pushing a hand through tangled hair; she couldn’t deal with –
The phone rang again, and Brooke cursed, grateful that Taylor apparently still slept like the dead. 
She scrambled to get up and ran on her tiptoes into the bathroom, swinging the door mostly closed behind her as she answered in a whisper, “What’s up?”
Her best friend’s laughter rang in her ear. “Were you still sleeping? Since when do you sleep past six?”
“It’s past six?” 
Brooke stared wide-eyed at herself in the mirror as the total reality of the night before settled in the light of day. Her hair was a mess, there was a red mark from Taylor’s mouth at the base of her neck, and, oh yeah, she was still ass naked. 
“You okay?” His laughter faded. “Why are you whispering?”
“I – just had… a long night,” she continued to whisper, reaching out and grabbing one of the hotel robes she’d left hanging on the back of the bathroom door. The feeling of what the hell did she do sliding through her still, landing heavily in her churning stomach.
Because she did have a long night; the last time she’d looked at the clock, it had been after two in the morning. She’d gotten a glimpse when Taylor’s mouth had been between her legs, before she’d been unable to keep her eyes open anymore. 
“How’d the conference go? With your presentation?” Ben asked, and she could hear keys clinking together in the background. If it was after six here, it meant it was just after eight at home. He’d be opening up his medical practice for the day, then.
“Uh,” it was all that escaped her as the thoughts of yesterday bombarded her.
That stupid conference. And her ridiculous presentation. Which had directly led to…
Brooke peered out of the crack in the bathroom door, where she could now see Taylor laying on her side, facing the bathroom. Still asleep as she sprawled easily over the middle of the bed now that Brooke was no longer in it. Of course she would. 
“That good, huh?” His voice brought her back to their call, sympathy in his tone. “Sorry to call a ton, but I have a full morning of patients and I wasn’t sure if I’d have time to check in before your flight. What time do you need me at the airport? Four, right? I don’t want to leave you waiting.”
Brooke tightly closed her eyes. Ben. Responsible and reliable Ben. The thought was both comforting and not. Because she was staring at his naked sister in her hotel bed.
With the thought, she brought her fist to her forehead, hitting herself there like the moron she’d behaved like last night.
Only for her to jerk back, hissing in a breath at the throbbing in two of her knuckles. She stared at her hand like she’d never seen it before, where a bruise had formed likely overnight as she’d been… preoccupied.
A bruise from where she’d hit the wine bottle. After she’d come from barely being touched. After she’d had one of the most embarrassing days in her adult life, which Taylor herself had been a witness to. 
“Fuck me,” she muttered, feeling her cheeks burn in a blush, even as annoyance zipped through her.
What were you thinking? She wondered again, but it didn’t feel like enough. 
“What?” Ben asked. “You okay?”
“Yeah. I’m – I’m good.” She would be, as soon as she left this city that brought her nothing but a nightmare. “I’m landing at four, at Chattanooga.”
“All right,” there was a suspicion in his voice that she could easily hear, even before he asked, “Seriously, what’s going on? Why are you still whispering? Am I actually picking you up at the airport or are you being held hostage and I’m supposed to be picking up some sort of code to call the cops here?”
Like hell would she ever confess to this. Especially not to Ben. Not while knowing his relationship with Taylor. Hell, not while even knowing her own general feelings about Taylor! “Well if you were supposed to be calling the cops, you totally failed and I’d probably be dead, bonehead.” She didn’t stop whispering, even as she called him by her own personal term of endearment. “I just must’ve talked too much without a microphone at the presentation yesterday and strained my voice, that’s all.”
She could distinctly remember letting out a sound resembling a shout last night that contrasted sharply with that statement. Nope, not going there. 
“I have to go. I’ll see you later. Thanks.” She barely waited to hear him echo the sentiment before she hung the phone up and dropped her head into her hands.
Idiot. She was such a total idiot.
Mistakes like these were supposed to be for your twenties, right? Nights where you acted solely on what your hormones wanted. Well, Brooke had never done any of this in her twenties. She’d been far too focused on her job and far too concerned with the consequences. Clearly, since this had never happened before. 
A night with a stranger as attractive as Taylor sounded like a good idea in theory. But in the light of day, Taylor wasn’t a stranger. 
She was Taylor Vandenberg.
It was so uncomfortably wild, the images Brooke’s mind conjured last night. The way she could perfectly picture Taylor’s body in her mind’s eye from the last time she’d seen her in a state of undress in comparison to the way Taylor had looked in bed with her, now.
The thing was, she did remember Myrtle Beach. She remembered because chubby, twelve-year-old Brooke had been self-conscious enough in a bathing suit, even before she saw sixteen-year-old Taylor, looking flawless in a bikini. She remembered a lot about the trip, and not just because it had been the first time she’d ever even been to the ocean, but because it had been her sexual awakening.
On the cusp of thirteen, and she’d been struck utterly dumb by her best friend’s older sister in a bathing suit. That entire trip had left Brooke frazzled and uncomfortable. And twenty-eight years later, she still remembered the way Taylor had looked in that bikini.
Her body still looked so good, Brooke’s mind edged in, a lick of heat curling through her stomach, then frowning at her own reaction. Still. She peered out of the bathroom door at Taylor. Unfairly good. A little softer now, but still tight. A little fuller now, too, because back then Taylor hedged just on the line of gangly. 
Not anymore, not even close. Willowy and graceful, the lines of her body were perfection. And the second Brooke was able to, she was going to scrub them from her memory. 
To Brooke’s central nervous system, seeing Taylor like this was like touching an electric fence. It was electrifying and uncontrollable – but scary and something to be avoided at all costs. And she’d done very well avoiding it for a long, long time. 
“How could you be so fucking reckless?” She hissed at herself, inching open the bathroom door, and taking a deep breath as if she were going to war. 
She froze as Taylor sighed, rolling onto her stomach before settling again. Brooke let out a slow breath, relief sliding through her, as she moved around the room as quickly and silently as she could, trying to build a wall up around any of the mounting stress. 
Her flight might not be for another four and a half hours, but she had to get the hell out of here. Before anything else on this trip could go wrong or her idiot brain could act without thinking. 
A vacation from real life was over.



Chapter Four
 
By the time her plane landed, Brooke was feeling marginally calmer. 
Generally. 
She’d always been great at rationalizing and compartmentalizing. Which was great in helping her rationalize the night before… and the early morning… because – screw it; Taylor was a physical goddess, at least to Brooke. She always had been. Much like she was always a temptation.
It was slightly more difficult to compartmentalize, she admitted, because the flashes of the night before were so fresh in her mind. Seeing Taylor, hearing her. Brooke coughed to clear her throat, clenching her jaw. 
It would be fine, she reminded herself as she hitched her bag tighter over her shoulder and rubbed at her temples. She hadn’t seen Taylor in years. Which meant that the next time she saw her would likely be in a couple of years, if she played it smart. 
And a couple of years from now, things wouldn’t be so… fresh. She’d have to endure a teasing comment from Taylor or two – it would be inescapable – but at that point, it would be easy to deal with. Just more of the same. 
Not that last night had been the same as anything they’d ever had, but… compartmentalize. When she was back in the swing of things, especially dealing with work, she knew Taylor would fall back to where she belonged; right to the back of her mind. 
With a determined nod, she headed toward baggage claim. And then paused and froze in surprise at what she saw: Ben, already having retrieved her suitcase, standing with a cardboard sign in hand that read: B. Watson (unless she was kidnapped)
And she could only snort, shaking her head at him, which grabbed his attention. He grinned the same, silly grin he’d had since they’d become friends in kindergarten, holding the sign up higher, at attention. 
“So glad to see you made it,” he drawled as she got closer.
Close enough to slap his shoulder, feeling herself blush as some of the people who hustled by them shot them weird looks. “Now imagine the egg on your face if I hadn’t shown up after being kidnapped.” 
He adopted a look of horror. “What would we have done? Faircombe would crumble.” 
Brooke rolled her eyes, even as she grinned, already feeling more settled. This was normal. Normal was good. “See, I know you’re joking, but there’s a little voice in the back of my mind that says think of Kevin running Faircombe…”
They exchanged shudders at the mention of the mayor of their city, ending in Ben taking her suitcase by the handle and leading the way out to his car. “The only thing that did crumble, really, was our undefeated trivia night record,” he reported. 
Brooke’s mouth dropped open, appalled. “How! The Dolly Part-ners haven’t lost a trivia night in almost two years!” She and Ben were nearly unbeatable at Grady’s Tavern’s Friday night trivia. “You said you had it covered.” 
He heaved a heavy sigh. “I was supposed to get Felicia,” the nurse practitioner who worked at Ben’s clinic, “To fill in, but that fell through and… Savannah, begrudgingly, took your spot instead.”
Brooke groaned, momentarily covering her eyes. “You’re kidding.”
“Sadly, no. We’re going to have to start our record all over again.” Ben sighed wistfully, spinning the sign he’d made in his hands as he bumped his shoulder into hers.
Brooke mirrored the sigh. “I guess it’ll make our second winning record even more impressive when we break that first one.” 
They shared a grin and she adjusted her bag, as they made their way across the parking lot. 
Toward Ben’s car. Which would bring her back home. And just the knowledge that she was heading home, that the conference was over and San Diego was over with even without taking into account the previous night, made her breathe out a relieved br–
Ben halted, tilting his head as he stared at Brooke, leaning in a bit as he narrowed his eyes at her neck. “What’s that?” 
“What’s wh–” Oh. Christ. Her hand flew up to where her shirt had been tugged down by the strap of her bag, slapping her hand over the mark on her neck. Taylor’s mark. 
Ben’s eyebrows flew up. “That’s why you were so quiet this morning! Because you weren’t alone.” 
His tone was pure shock, and why wouldn’t it be? Because the last thing Brooke would ever figure herself to do at one of these conferences would be to hook up with someone. It hadn’t ever happened in the last decade, why would it start now?
Taylor’s face popped into her head and she blew out a breath. “We are not discussing it.”
You know, Taylor? Your sister? The one you barely ever see, who you have your own emotional issues with, let alone my issues? Yeah. Hell. No.
“But –” He still stared. 
She powered past him, hand still clamped over her neck. “Nope.” 
***
Taylor cradled her coffee mug with both hands as she watched the final scene of the video she’d posted about the Niah Caves from her trip to Malaysia. 
“Absolutely incredible.” Taylor-on-camera, as taken by her iPhone, grinned as she’d panted. The uphill climb she’d finished as she emerged from the caves had taken a lot of energy. There was a streak of dirt on her cheek and her hair was a mess, and she looked utterly thrilled. She’d felt thrilled. 
She was glad that her love of her adventures translated through video; that had been the whole reason she’d started making them in the first place. To give everyone who followed her the chance to get not just a picture-perfect view or to read about it. But to see and hear the exact in-person experience.
The footage was clear; it had taken her longer to get control over the video aspect of her travels, far longer than it had taken her to really understand photography. But the people who followed her had really assisted her in bettering these skills. And Taking Flight seemed to agree; the Discovery Channel show featured bits and pieces from her adventures several times a year.
“As always, guys, remember to keep up with your Wanderlust Wishlist. You never know where the world is going to take you; it could surprise you in the long run.” Her perpetual sign-off was joined by her waving into the camera.
The last of her updates from her trip had gone live last night, and the number of hits on the hour-long video was up even from the last trip she’d taken.
She loved reading the comments, especially the number of people who commented on her sharing a part of the world with them that they’d never explored in their own lives. It sent a zip of warmth through her every time she saw those kinds of comments. Knowing that she helped open up a piece of the world to someone who would have never seen that sliver of it gave her a sense of fulfilment.
With that thought in mind, she tucked her legs under her on the large stool she was sitting on and pulled out her battered notebook. The quality leather of the front was worn; her notebooks always were. They went with her on every trip, until they were filled. Even as the world went digital – and Taylor with it, for the most part – she always had to keep this on hand.
She flipped it open to the calendar in the back as she pulled out the folded up map she always kept tucked against the back cover.
San Diego was great; it was always kind to her. But she’d been here for three weeks now, and she was starting to get that itch. The one that told her it was time to go. Somewhere, as long as it was somewhere else.
She rarely planned her trips far in advance. When she’d been younger, there was never a big plan. She just… went. Mostly, it had been driven by expenses; she’d work until she had enough money to go to the next closest geographic destination. Over the years, since she could afford to pick and choose the location, she planned out more. Now, with the website to maintain, followers, and sponsors, she scheduled herself ahead of time for the big stuff, and wandered in between. 
She trailed the end of her pen along the beginning of January, longingly. In just over three months, she’d be on that Antarctica trip. As the only continent she hadn’t yet been to, it was something she couldn’t wait for. It felt like the final hold out, a truly brand new place for her to see fresh for the first time. 
“The white whale,” she murmured, grinning to herself as she slid her pen further along.
For the month of January, she’d be on an involved expedition to Antarctica. Following that, she’d be heading to New Zealand from February until April. Though she’d been there before, it had been a decade ago, and she’d only spent three days there, as it had been all the free time she’d had at that time; not enough time by far.
Other than that, though, her schedule was wide open. With October coming… she tapped her pen. Vienna was perfect in autumn. Or maybe the Turkish Coast –
The knock on the French doors attached to the kitchen pulled her out of her thoughts and she looked up just in time for the door to open, Michelle stepping inside.
She’d met Michelle Lin on a trip to Venice thirteen years ago. It had been Michelle who’d taken an interest in her photography as more than just a hobby, once she’d seen the masses of photos Taylor had taken, from all over her travels. She owned one of the most successful galleries in California, and had taken to marketing Taylor’s work. She’d also been one of the biggest driving forces behind helping Taylor turn her blog into a more accessible multi-media website.
Taylor had a lot of casual friends. Traveling and never staying in one place for more than a few months didn’t generally invoke a deep sense of rooted friendship. She had buddies she saw whenever she was visiting a certain city or country. Other nomad pals she occasionally planned trips with.
But Michelle had stuck with a much more traditional kind of friendship than she had with anyone else. Not that that was saying all that much, given that she still wouldn’t consider them what most people would say were “close” but… still. Taylor didn’t often contact Michelle just for life talks or to reach out while she was away, unless she was checking on the availability of her guest house, given that it was where she always stayed while in the city, a few times a year. 
And Michelle typically only reached out to her whenever she was inquiring about her photos. When they saw one another in person, it was always fun to pick right up. They had what worked for them, which Taylor supposed described most of her relationships. 
“Good morning. I thought you’d already be off to the gallery?” Taylor arched an eyebrow at her friend, who often bemoaned Taylor’s sleeping schedule. Or lack thereof.
“I’m heading there now. Well, in a minute.” Michelle mirrored her look, amusement written all over her face as she held up a pair of pants Taylor hadn’t even noticed she’d been holding. “These were dropped off at the front door from the dry-cleaner.” She pursed her lips, giving the pants a dramatic onceover. “They don’t really appear to be your size, so I can’t imagine why you’d have cared enough to have them dry-cleaned; you don’t dry-clean anything.”
Michelle tossed the pants at her. Taylor had just enough time to put her mug of coffee on the counter and catch them with a surprised laugh, “Careful with the merchandise!” She toyed with the fabric of the waist. “Maybe they are mine, maybe they aren’t.”
They absolutely weren’t.
They were Brooke’s and Brooke’s hips were a much fuller curve than Taylor’s; these tailored slacks would slide right off of Taylor if she tried to put them on. And if by some miracle they did fit, they would be more like capris on her given their height difference.
“Such a gentlewoman.” Michelle winked at her. “Getting your girlfriend’s clothes dry-cleaned and all.”
Taylor couldn’t control her snort of laughter, amusement sliding through her. “She is definitely not my girlfriend.”
She would have actually loved to see the look on Brooke’s face if she heard that comment, though.
“She’s a… friend.” She settled on, still grinning at the look on Brooke’s face when she’d refused to use the label.
Michelle arched a doubtful eyebrow, before she shrugged. “I want to accuse you of lying to me, but since when do you have girlfriends?”
“Hey!” She objected, even though there was very little heat behind it. “I’ve had girlfriends.”
Michelle’s dry look said a thousand words even before she spoke. “Yeah, but how many of them would you have sent out for dry-cleaning? Your relationships come and go with the stamps in your passport.”
Taylor shrugged; Michelle wasn’t wrong. It wasn’t that Taylor didn’t
want to be with the women she’d found intimacy with wherever she happened to be in the world. It was just that she never wanted that relationship more than she wanted to keep going. There was more to see, more to do, more to life. And she’d never found someone who shared that feeling, either.
She was highly doubtful, at this point, that she ever would. 
She supposed maybe in the future, when she couldn’t travel quite so frequently. It wasn’t something she loved thinking about, but she was cognizant of the fact that her body didn’t quite handle sleeping on unsupportive surfaces or adjusting to time changes with the same ease she’d had in her twenties and thirties. 
But that day, the day she’d have to plan to settle somewhere more permanently, was not today. Which was really all that mattered.
“Well, you know I would love to see you get totally bowled over and knocked on your ass by falling in love with a person instead of a place for once. But, I will also shamelessly admit that I’d desperately miss your photos from your adventures.” She flashed a bright, teasing smile at Taylor before she ran her hand through her short, choppy hair. “Speaking of, I have to get going. There’s a bidding war for your set from Danum Valley, and – might I just say – we are going to make a killing.”
Taylor shook her head, both pleased and baffled. She was always surprised at the amount of money people paid for her photos. Which was great, because she gave half of the money she made from these deals back to whatever community she’d taken the pictures from and put the other half toward upkeeping her website and future trips.
But what she would never truly understand were the wealthy people who bid on her work who were able to afford any trip they wanted, but opted to only purchase the art instead.
Michelle took a step back onto the little vestibule that led into the guesthouse, back into the late-morning sun. “I’ll see you later.”
Taylor went to give her a wave, before she realized she was still holding Brooke’s pants.  
The perfectly tailored dress slacks that had been soaked with the wine spilled after Taylor had made her come. The first time she’d made her come, that is. The thought snuck up on her, bringing a sly smile to her lips as she folded the pants and placed them on the island.
The quality gray wool material was soft against her fingertips. Good as new.
Taylor’s smile faded slightly, but still remained in the curve of her lips as she thought back to the morning after they’d slept together.
She’d woken up at ten thirty, sun streaming brightly into the hotel room. The empty hotel room.
Brooke’s suitcase and bags had been gone, Brooke along with them. And she’d left Taylor a note –
Dear Taylor –
I ended up paying for another night in the room so you wouldn’t feel rushed out or get disturbed. So, you know, enjoy.
Thank you for last night. The burritos, I mean. And the company. Because of the presentation and all.
You know what I mean.
I have to catch my flight.
Regards,
Brooke B. Watson
The note looked like it had been hastily written – Brooke’s handwriting had always been neat and meticulous, but this looked the messiest Taylor had ever seen it – as if Brooke couldn’t decide if she wanted to actually leave it or not, and then had quickly scribbled something down in frustration. She imagined Brooke had deliberated where to place it for several moments and then had gotten wound up before simply placing it on the bedside table and zipping out of the room as soon as possible.
Even if Taylor took Brooke’s total absence and lack of waking her in the morning out of the picture, the short sentences gave her mood away, as well as the fact that she’d clearly deliberated how to sign off the short note. There was a distinctly crossed out Sincerely, followed by Take care, which had just left Brooke with the signoff she’d given. 
Regards.
And then came the clincher – her full name. As if Taylor didn’t know exactly whom she’d spent the night with.
She would bet her passport that Brooke left far before her flight dictated she had to.
Taylor kept the note, mostly because it amused the hell out of her.
It made her laugh, a warmth of endearment easily curling through her stomach. The warmth was almost just enough to outweigh the other feeling that landed heavily inside of her at the fact that Brooke had totally ghosted her in a hotel room without waking her up to say goodbye.
It wasn’t the first time Taylor had been left in a hotel room by a one night stand; far from it, given her nomadic lifestyle. And normally, it really didn’t mean anything to her. Taylor was well-versed in one night stands. As much as she herself often preferred to end a tryst over a cup of coffee or a quick breakfast, just to leave things on good terms, it wasn’t everyone’s thing.
Perhaps this one actually stung a little since Brooke was… well, she was Brooke. Even if they weren’t friends, they were something.
And after a night like the one they’d had, Taylor absolutely would have given up those extra hours of sleep in order for a repeat performance before Brooke had to leave.
But she also would have given them up for a quick cup of room service coffee and a friendly goodbye.
She’d woken up to find the note first, then she’d discovered the pants. Brooke had thrown them in the trash, taking the time to make sure the pant legs were immaculately tucked into the small desk trash can. Probably figuring she couldn’t pack them well enough with her other dry clothes and hadn’t wanted to make a production and risk waking her up.
She’d found Brooke’s necklace on the bedside table closest to where Taylor had slept. She imagined Brooke had totally forgotten that she’d taken it off in a hurry – she’d tossed it to the bedside table when it fell into Taylor’s face when Brooke had settled above her and slid her fingers deep inside of her – so Taylor had scooped it up along with the pants on her way out.
All of it just went to show Taylor that she’d been correct in her belief that Brooke didn’t often engage in one night stands. And her awkwardness in the morning after was sort of adorable.
Luckily for Brooke, though she felt Brooke wouldn’t initially want to agree, she wasn’t actually a stranger. Because she knew Brooke loved that necklace. And she supposed Brooke probably didn’t love those pants, but they were definitely an expensive pair that she likely did not want to throw out.
Only problem now was that Taylor didn’t know where Brooke lived, other than, just, in Faircombe. And she supposed Brooke wouldn’t really appreciate Taylor asking her siblings for that information, either.
She realized with a frown as she took a sip of her coffee that she didn’t even have Brooke’s phone number. Which wasn’t that strange, considering that before this moment, she’d never have considered needing it. But now that she realized, it felt strange.
She toyed with the pen between her fingers for a few moments before the a-ha moment clicked.
Opening a new tab on her laptop, she pulled up Brooke’s Facebook. A little Facebook message to find out Brooke’s address. Maybe tease her a little over the note she’d left…
Taylor hummed in excitement with the thought.
Brooke’s profile picture wasn’t a selfie. Rather, it was a picture that had been snapped of her at some town function or other – Faircombe was rife with them, Taylor thought as she rolled her eyes. It often seemed like there was some sort of city event every damn week.
Brooke’s hair that couldn’t just decide on a color with all of those varying shades was loose and she was grinning with just one side of her mouth, a little crinkle at the edges of her eyes that really showed she was enjoying herself. She was in a suit, something Taylor imagined Brooke wore to work. Something similar to what she’d worn to the conference.
She looked good. Really good.
Taylor didn’t regularly use Facebook and she could see that Brooke didn’t, either. There were mostly events for Faircombe that she shared from the Faircombe Four-One-One page. 
“Always a dedicated civil servant,” she murmured with a grin. 
Just as she hovered over the message option, her phone buzzed where it lay on the island and her sister’s face lit up the screen. Savannah was lifting a wine glass up in a cheers motion toward the camera, a beaming smile on her face. 
Taylor had taken it four years ago, when Savannah had joined her for a week in the South of France in the wake of her divorce. The actual moment of happiness that she’d captured from her baby sister after a really shitty time never failed to make Taylor feel a lightness in her chest. 
Spinning away from the laptop after giving Brooke’s picture another glance, she answered, “Hey, you.”
“Oh, my good lord. Can it be? I caught you on the first call, no phone tag needed?” Savannah gasped, overdramatic, and Taylor laughed, shaking her head at the antics as if she didn’t love them.
It had become a joke between them over the years. Taylor always got in contact when she wound up somewhere. Always. Neither her parents nor her sister went more than a couple of weeks without hearing from her, no matter where she was in the world. The issue at times was them getting a hold of her, depending on cell phone reception and internet service. Years ago, Savannah had made a game out of seeing how often she could actually get a hold of Taylor on the first try, no callbacks necessary.
“All right, all right,” she spoke up, over her sister’s cheers. “You win, no need to gloat. I’ll send you five bucks.”
“Where are you? Still state-side?” Savannah asked, and Taylor could hear her doing something in the background, likely in the kitchen. When her sister wasn’t working in the bakery, she was usually cooking or baking some delicious concoction at home.
“Still in San Diego,” Taylor replied, using her big toe to swivel herself back and forth on the stool. “You know I’d tell you if I were going anywhere else.”
She always shared the details of her travels with Savannah. Every time she returned from a trip, they settled in for their Virtual Girls Night, where they’d share updates and just talk about life in general. Love lives, work, their parents, Ben and his daughter Jo. Sometimes Jo joined in and would spend the evening at Savannah’s to join them. 
“Mm,” Savannah hummed, noncommittal, under her breath. 
Taylor narrowed her eyes at the sound, because that definitely wasn’t normal. Normally, Savannah loved jumping all over Taylor’s travel notebook, dictating places she’d heard of or looked up that she thought Taylor should try next.
“Is everything all right with you?”
Maybe she only physically saw her sister a couple of times a year, but having the majority of their relationship through the phone had given Taylor a distinctive leg-up in knowing all of the different cadences of her speech.
Savannah scoffed. “Me? Of course, I’m fine. I’m good.” The amount of conviction in her tone was anything but convincing. 
“Riiight,” she dragged out, pursing her lips, before she sighed and shrugged. Taylor was a big believer in letting people come to terms with telling their truths in their own time. She also knew her sister could rarely hold in any secrets for a long period of time, especially not from her.
“San Diego!” Savannah suddenly repeated, her voice notched louder, as if she was just remembering something. Taylor would give her credit – it sounded genuine and not like she was using a diversionary tactic. “You’re in San Diego!”
In spite of the bit of concern in her stomach still, Taylor couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, you’ve known I’ve been here for weeks. Did you hit your head or something?”
“No, of course not, that’s not – San Diego! Brooke was actually just there. Damn, I should have given her your number.” Savannah paused for a few seconds before she chuckled. “Then again, I doubt she would have taken it.”
“Brooke was here, huh.” Taylor slid her eyes to the pants she was absentmindedly brushing her fingers over, eyebrows lifting as an uncontrollable smile took over her face. “You don’t say.”
“Okay, now why do you sound like that?” Savannah demanded.
The power of voice deduction apparently went both ways.  
“Like what?” Taylor attempted to sound as guileless as possible, but it was difficult when she was still grinning at the reminder of their fated coincidence of their meeting last week. She forced herself to shake her head and resolutely not picture Brooke as her eyes had met Taylor’s when she’d come. It was not the time. 
“Like, all – I don’t know. Like you’ve got a secret, that’s what it is.” Savannah snapped her fingers as she spoke with her a-ha! moment.
“I don’t have a secret.” She denied.
Brooke was the one with the secret.
Taylor wouldn’t say their night together changed how she saw Brooke; she had always been attractive. She would say that she’d been surprised by the raw passion Brooke had when she managed to let go of the rigidity that was just a part of who she was.
The way Brooke had looked at her when she’d fucked Taylor was pure want. And the way she reacted to Taylor, her body so entirely out of her own way… Taylor wasn’t lying when she’d told Brooke it was hot.
Maybe one of the hottest things Taylor had ever experienced, period.
“Liar,” Savannah stated, loftily. “J’accuse!”
Taylor snorted. “Okay! I…” Her gaze fell to the pants in front of her again, and she deliberated her words as they came out slowly, “I actually, sort of, ran into Brooke when she was here.”
“I bet Brooke loved that.” Her sister quipped, devious laughter in her voice. 
Taylor bit her lip as she thought of the look on Brooke’s face when she’d stared up at her after Taylor had made her come for the third time that night.
A proud, sly grin tugged at the corners of her lips. It couldn’t be stopped. “She didn’t hate it.”
“Really? What did you two do?” And now her tone was edged with utter doubt.
“Um, well, we…” Shit. She knew Brooke wouldn’t want her spilling the truth. The if you were a stranger conversation covered that much, let alone the whole sneaking-out-in-the-morning thing. “We went to a bar.” She chose her words carefully, because she really wasn’t an accomplished liar.
“What! You and Brooke Watson hung out together at a bar in San Diego? It’s maybe the last thing I can picture.”
“Wait until I tell you about how I got her to rollerblade with me before we hit Legoland.”
Savannah was dead silent for a few beats before she burst out into laughter. “That would be the day.”
Taylor joined her, entirely too amused at the thought as she looked at Brooke’s profile picture again. She felt like she could so clearly see the huffed breath of exasperation Brooke would let out at the lie.
“So, how long are you going to be in San Diego? Where are you jetting off to next?” There it was. That odd tone again.
Taylor hummed in thought, curious concern landing in her stomach once again, even as she looked back down at her schedule. 
“I’m not sure about San Diego. I’ve been here for almost a month and most of my art has sold from the gallery. I don’t have anything planned until January. Antarctica,” she couldn’t help but add, tracing the tip of the pen cap over the date she’d be flying to Buenos Aires to start the long journey to the southernmost tip of the world. “Then New Zealand.”
It might not be a fully planned year, but it was a year she was looking forward to. She could feel the excitement at the places she’d be seeing zip through her already. The wind in her soul was mostly calm for now but Taylor could already feel the restlessness in her nerves that told her she was going to need a new setting, soon.
The fluttery restless feeling always came whenever she stayed anywhere for too long. 
“I knew about Antarctica, clearly. That’s the dream,” Savannah teased, letting out an exaggeratedly wistful sigh, before growing a little more somber. “I just meant, you know, what’s happening before that?”
“Nothing concrete for a few months. I might head south, maybe take a trip through Peru and Bolivia on my way to Argentina,” she murmured, eyebrows furrowing as her mind started to run with the possibilities.
It had been a while since she’d had a good trip into South America with no particular goal in mind. Trips with no destination were often some of her best ones. The ones where she found the most unexpected and most satisfying things, both about the location and herself. 
“Sounds like you have some good choices…” Savannah’s voice was uncharacteristically quiet.
Taylor laid her pen down flat, attention off the map once again. “Why, you wanna come?” She only sort-of teased.
Her sister snorted, “Come on.”
Taylor grinned, warmth sliding through her at their easiness, as it did whenever she felt reflective.
Because she was so glad they’d gotten to this point. Taylor had left home when her sister had been barely eleven, and even though she’d always loved Savannah as her baby sister, they hadn’t had a friendship. It just hadn’t been possible with that sort of age gap growing up. And in the years that went by through Savannah’s adolescence, Taylor visited occasionally and they maintained a good relationship, but it hadn’t been like this.
No, this hadn’t happened until Savannah had graduated from college. When she’d excitedly called Taylor and announced that as a graduation gift to herself, she wanted to travel before she settled back into Faircombe when the summer was over.
“You tell me where you want to go and I’ll make it happen,” she’d promised her sister at the time.
She’d been both excited and nervous about the adventure. Before then, Taylor never had to look after anyone else, only herself. Making sure her sister had a good and safe time was an added responsibility.
But Taylor had never really been one to hold on to worry. Her blog had just started to really take off, which gave her a lot more financial freedom to make sure she and Savannah wouldn’t stay in any of the less than reputable places she’d singularly stayed in at times. Then, they’d travelled across Europe together for three months. She’d loved showing her sister everything she’d already discovered and loved, and discovering new things with her.
It might have been the best trip Taylor had ever had. Which was saying a lot.
It had bonded them beyond sisters, launching them into a close friendship. In the fourteen years since, Savannah had joined her on shorter trips – a week or two – a handful of times, whenever Taylor could convince her.
Which was always so fucking fun.
Now that she thought about it, she sat up straight, excitement coursing through her.
“No, you come on! We can go wherever you want. Every time we’ve talked lately, you’ve sounded a little anxious; you clearly need a break.”
She expected some more teasing back and forth, regardless of whether or not Savannah would actually agree to go on a trip. But she was met with a still silence for a few beats before her sister spoke, her voice quiet, “I can’t.”
All right. Taylor blew out an exasperated breath, leaning against the counter; she couldn’t put off this feeling again. “Sav, please. What’s going on?”
“I, um, I’m just really trying to take it easy. Flitting around the world probably isn’t great for the baby.”
It took a long moment for the news to sink in, before the words breathed a new life into her. Planning trips and weird tones forgotten, her stomach felt like a firework had lit up inside of it – in a good way – and Taylor hopped up from the stool, barely hearing as it clattered to the ground behind her. 
“You’re pregnant?!” 
“I’m pregnant!” Savannah matched her shout, the shocked glee in her tone superseding everything else.
“How dare you make me wait this whole call, thinking something was wrong! You’re pregnant!” Taylor’s cheeks hurt from beaming so hard, but she couldn’t help it, and she wouldn’t if she could. 
Not when she knew what a difficult road it had been for her sister so far. How she and her ex-husband had tried for so long to get pregnant, that eventually all of the trials and errors had taken a fatal toll on their marriage.
Wait. 
Everything came to an abrupt halt as the thoughts clicked into place and Taylor stilled, trepidation filling her. 
“Who’s the father? We… are happy about this, right?” 
Savannah was quiet for a few beats before she reluctantly spoke. “The father – well. You remember when I was in Denver last month?”
Taylor’s mouth dropped open in surprise. “The douchey resort owner guy?” 
“I know!” Savannah let out a laughing groan. “I know. But, douchey or not, he’s been the only one I’ve been with in almost a year. One night with him with no expectations, after years of trying.”
Taylor nodded and braced her hip against the counter, her eyes once again falling to the wool pants. Her own reminders from her one night were far smaller than the nine-month plus eighteen year human being Savannah now had. The errant thought made a scoffing, incredulous laugh fall from her lips. 
“What?” Savannah demanded at the sound.
Taylor snapped her mouth shut; no way could she joke about her one night stand with Brooke. 
Savannah sighed. “No, don’t say it. I know it’s…” She trailed off, her tone torn between wondrous and disbelieving. 
“Are we happy about it?” She repeated quietly, before cautiously adding, “You sounded happy.” 
“I am,” Savannah sounded sure. “With Greg or not, douchey one night stand guy or not, I want this.” 
Taylor blew out a slow breath, before a bright smile stole over her face once more. “Then, all I need to say is that I can’t wait to be an aunt again.” She glimpsed back down to her calendar, trying to recall the dates her sister had gone on a short-lived week away. “How far along are you?” 
“Just six weeks,” Savannah’s joy was back in her voice, but tempered. Present, but laden with inescapable nerves. “I haven’t told anyone,” she confessed. “But I can’t tell Mom and Dad or Ben, yet. I can’t. Not until I’m at thirteen weeks. I’m telling you this as my best friend. My person.”
“And as your person, I’m saying thank you for telling me.” Her grin softened with the mental image of Savannah finally getting the family she’d always wanted. It was so easy to picture, even if it wasn’t the way she’d planned. “God, I can’t believe it’s happening!” She drew a hand through her hair. “I’m going to be sending you all the positive vibes. When’s the baby shower? Are there other baby parties I’m not aware of? I’m going to put it right into my schedule now.”
Perfect timing not to have a fully planned calendar, huh. And that was what Taylor often thought of as the universe all workinhg out in its own way. 
“Yeah…” Savannah trailed off, her tone getting weird again. “That’s, uh, kind of why I wanted to tell you, actually.”
“For positivity? I can definitely see why you’d call me instead of Ben,” she jabbed teasingly at their brother, trailing her pen over the calendar. 
Which made Savannah snort. “No. Well, yeah, true. But, I… Taylor, I’m scared,” she confessed, her voice quiet and it reminded Taylor of the time’s she’d been a little girl who’d wanted to sneak into her older sister’s room during a storm.
Savannah barreled on, as if just able to voice thoughts that had been on her mind. “I’m happy, most of all, but I’m scared, too. Of  just about everything!” Her tone turned desperate, the tendency toward panic that Savannah sometimes worked herself up into when stressed. “I really convinced myself that this was never gonna happen. I didn’t think it would!”
“I know, honey. I know. But it is! It’s happening,” she spoke softly, soothingly. 
It seemed to work for about ten seconds, before Savannah groaned. “And now that it has, I’m advanced maternal age!”
Taylor let out a laugh, incredulous and unstoppable. “Excuse you? What does that even mean? You’re thirty-six, Savannah. Not that I’m planning on it, but women my age are having babies these days.”
“The doctors call it advanced age after thirty-five! I’m a geriatric pregnancy! I’m scared, Taylor,” Savannah repeated, her voice falling to a hush.
And for all Taylor loved being anywhere at any given time, she would have given just about anything to hug her sister in that moment. “It’s going to be perfectly fine. You’re barely over the advanced age bullshit line, you’re in great health, and you are going to take such good care of yourself and my future niece, nephew, or genderfluid baby, that this is going to be a cakewalk. You know what you should try while you’re pregnant? Yoga. I can send over some really good instructional videos. You just wait and see.”
Savannah let out a long, deep breath. Then another. “I knew you could help me calm down.” She cleared her throat. “Which is why I want to ask…”
When she didn’t finish, Taylor double checked to make sure they were still connected. “Sav?”
“Couldyoumaybecomehere?” Savannah pushed out in one breath, and it took Taylor a second to work out what she’d said. 
The uneasy feeling that had started to work through her dissipated and Taylor tapped her hand definitively against the counter, shaking her head affectionately. “You bet your ass I’ll come down for a visit. It’s been a while.” 
It had been at least three years since she’d actually been to Faircombe for one of her two or three day stopovers. 
Ever since her parents had retired and relocated to Chattanooga to be closer to her mother’s parents, she’d gone to stay with them for holiday get-togethers, bypassing her hometown altogether.
Her sister chuckled, the sound laden with nerves. “Yeah, that’s… that would be great. But I was also maybe wondering if you could… stay for… longer.”
“Stay?” Taylor repeated, the word feeling foreign on her tongue. “In Faircombe?” She could hear her own ludicrous tone, but the words didn’t compute in her mind. They couldn’t. 
Stay
in Faircombe just didn’t feel like a natural sentence in her vocabulary. 
“I know it’s not something you usually do,” Savannah rushed to say, the hopeful edge giving away just how much she wanted this. 
That unease came flying back and skittered through her veins, and an uncharacteristic helplessness sliding through her as she ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t know…”
“I know! I know, but – there’s so much to plan and to do. And Ben’s been all wrapped up in his own crap since the divorce from Teresa last year and he’s got his hands so full while dealing with Jo these days, I can’t add onto his plate. With Mom and Dad living a few hours away now, I don’t feel like… and I just… I want you here.”
Savannah’s voice was soft and heartfelt, and Taylor felt it like a tug right to her heart. Her mouth fell open, but no words came out over how dumbfounded she felt. 
“You’re my sister and my best friend, and I want you here. Just for a little while,” Savannah asserted, her voice stronger, still with that pleading edge in it. 
“For how long?” The question sounded faint to her own ears as she fell back onto the stool. 
“Just for a few months. I mean, I know once you leave for Antarctica right after Christmas and New Zealand just after that, so you’re going to be gone for a while. But maybe, before you go, you could be in Faircombe? You want me to do yoga! You’re an instructor, and you always talk about how you’ve never gotten the chance to instruct. You can teach me. Just for a few months,” she pleaded, sounding tentatively excited again.
She just was so hopeful, it landed heavily in Taylor’s chest and she reached up to rub her hand over her forehead.
It was because of how happy and hopeful Savannah sounded that she wanted to affirm that of course she would come and stay for a few months. 
But the idea of staying in most places for months at a time, let alone Faircombe… god, the idea of it left such a bad taste in the back of Taylor’s mouth.
“I don’t – I mean, where would I even stay? No offense, but I can’t stay on your pullout couch for more than a few days,” her argument was weak, but also true.
While she kept limber, her back could no longer handle long periods of time sleeping in uncomfortable places. It was the only way her body had really turned on her after forty.  
“With Ben!” Savannah had it all figured out, apparently. Because that answer was ready to go. “He’s got Mom and Dad’s house now, and it’s just him and Jo there; they’ve got more than enough bedrooms for you to stay. Your old room was spruced up into a guest room, but it could be yours again real quick..”
“I’m sure he’d love that,” she drawled, imagining the look on their brother’s face at the suggestion. 
“He won’t say no to it,” Savannah insisted. “I’ll make sure.”
And she was right. Ben wouldn’t tell her she couldn’t stay, even if it was for a much longer time than she ever did. And he would be much more magnanimous about the whole thing if Savannah was the one doing the asking. Neither Taylor nor Ben had ever been particularly good at telling their little sister no.
Which was why, even though her stomach clenched at the thought, she let out a deep sigh and squeezed her eyes closed, blindly reaching out and closing her notebook on the map.
Her sister, her best friend, her person was pregnant. And Faircombe might be a gossipy one-horse town that she’d been more than happy to leave behind twenty-five years ago, but… it wasn’t like it would be forever. 
It was only a place, just like any other place. 
She repeated that to herself.
“I’ll be there soon, then. But you’re the one telling Ben, and I want you to tell him that he has to at least act like he’s happy about me staying for a while,” she added, managing a short laugh at the thought.
The laugh fell away in seconds, as she easily imagined the many ways Ben liked to avoid having a real conversation with her whenever they saw one another. It confused her and it… well, it hurt, though she had made peace with it years ago. She couldn’t change Ben’s feelings if he wouldn’t talk to her; it was what it was. 
Savannah’s cheer was enough to make Taylor genuinely smile again, even as she took in a deep breath and held for a few moments before letting it out, practicing one of her breathing exercises.
She’d been ready to get out of San Diego soon, hadn’t she? Maybe – definitely – it wasn’t the place she would have chosen for herself, but like all of her trips, it would be over before she knew it.
Taylor nodded with the thought, unable to fully convince herself, but the acceptance was already settling in with a grimace. 
She flicked her gaze back to the laptop, arching an eyebrow at Brooke’s picture. Still feeling a little unsettled, though, she managed a half-smile at the screen.
Faircombe bound; it looked like she’d be returning the pants and the necklace in person. And at the very least, she got to look forward to the look on Brooke’s face when she did so. 



Chapter Five
 
“Is he kidding me?” Brooke muttered under her breath, scowling as she scribbled down a note for herself on the pad of paper she had laying open on the kitchen table next to her laptop.
It was the first Sunday of October. For most people in Faircombe, that meant gathering around and cheering on the Titans or going out to enjoy the beginning of the break from the summer heat on a lazy day off.
For Brooke, it meant working.
It wasn’t like Brooke wanted to work on Sunday afternoon, but she knew that she’d thank herself later this week for reviewing the city planning proposals and budgets for the final quarter of the year in advance.
The city council met at the beginning of the month for an overview on the upcoming plans for Faircombe, and their meetings at the end of every quarter were particularly long. She knew this one was going to be even more grueling than normal, given how divisive the council fell in terms of their vision for the city.
And that put a lot of pressure on her to try to keep the peace, while also advising the direction she felt was best.
Her job was a juggling act and while Brooke wouldn’t say they could be making room for her in the circus any time soon, she did think she’d been holding her own for the past few years.
Absently, she reached up to toy with her necklace, as she always did when stressed at work, only to remember when she didn’t find it resting around her neck, that she’d lost it in San Diego. 
She closed her eyes tightly, heat rushing up her neck at the night that she’d kept well in the back of her mind. Mostly. She dropped her hand back to the table and forced out a deep breath – no thinking about that today; she had a lot more to do. 
The proposals for the management of the large plot of land on the southeast side of town had been due to her at the beginning of the previous week. She wasn’t shocked in the least by the fact that she hadn’t actually received all of the proposals until closer to Friday.
Her eyes narrowed to slits as she reread the final proposal on her docket, her stress compounding with irritation.
“A mall,” the word fell from her lips, coated with disdain.
She didn’t have to scroll up to the top of the detailed document to see who’d sent it. She knew very well that this was Kevin Leland’s proposal. She knew because he’d been trying to push for this same damn thing for the last year. Ever since the city had voted and approved to demolish the significant plot of land that once had been made up of old, small, crumbling homes. The neighborhood had fallen into disrepair decades ago, and within the last decade had become even worse, with most of the foundations of the homes being declared unsafe.
She let out a heavy sigh as she reluctantly had to save the proposal.
As much as she wished she could delete it.
“We’ll see later this week which way the council’s turning.” She grimaced, knowing that this had a real chance of getting passed through, even if only by the slimmest of margins.
She was met with an answering meow that pulled her from her thoughts and glanced up to meet light green eyes. Spoon, one of her three cats, often liked to sleep on the chair directly next to the one Brooke sat in.
And one of Brooke’s favorite things about Spoon was how she often made sounds back at Brooke, as if she were answering her. There was always a short meow sound from Spoon, as if she wanted to say something matter of fact and to the point.
Brooke appreciated that about her.
Inevitably, the single sound from Spoon stirred up Dolly, who popped his head up from where he’d been napping, curled up on the chair next to his mother. And immediately, he started on his own vocalizations.
If Spoon could talk, she’d be short and sweet. If Dolly could, he’d never stop.
She didn’t mind that about him, though, since he was also a good commiserator.
“He wants the city to go ahead with planning for a mall and condos,” she informed the two of them, annoyance lacing the words, as they blinked up at her. Dolly chattered back and stretched, reaching out one of his orange paws in her direction.
Exactly.
“Thank you, I knew you wouldn’t like it, either.” She nodded at him before she dropped her head to her hands and rubbed at tired eyes. She’d been at this for hours, and that was after the proposals that hadn’t made it past city planning had been weeded out.
“Shit,” she muttered, as her eyes caught the time on her laptop, hastily saving her work and shutting it down, while her cats watched her curiously. “I have to get going. You two already ate, but I haven’t.”
If she didn’t leave in the next few minutes, she would be late. And Brooke hated being late, even if it was just for Sunday dinner.
By no means a formal affair, Sunday dinner with the Vandenbergs was a staple for her, and had been ever since childhood. Even now, a few years after Ben Sr. and Amy had moved to Chattanooga, the tradition held strong.
Unlike when Ben Sr. and Amy had lived in Faircombe, dinner was now on a rotating schedule to be prepared, between herself, Ben, and Savannah.
On Brooke’s weeks, that meant she was able to cook for more than just herself, which she always found preferable. Today, that meant spaghetti and meatballs, with a sauce she’d made from scratch and had simmered all day.
Within a few minutes, she’d scooped the meal she’d had on a low simmer into the plasticware that she’d purchased for these nights and grabbed a light jacket from the coatrack in the kitchen.
“I’d tell you to make sure Gremlin doesn’t get into trouble, but I don’t think either of us has that power,” she spoke to Spoon, who remained lounging on the chair, while Dolly had hopped up and disappeared.
Gremlin was the most unpredictable of the three cats. While Spoon and Dolly were sweet ninety-nine percent of the time, Gremlin – per her name – was a true toss-up. She could be cuddly or she could be a nightmare. Mostly, she liked to disappear for most of the day and try to knock things over in the dead of night.
“I’ll be back,” she muttered to Spoon as she gave her a soft scratch on her way out.
When she’d taken Spoon in – not expecting her to be pregnant – she’d felt… well, more than a little ridiculous talking to her like she was a human who could actually understand her.
Two years ago, Spoon had just appeared on her front porch, quietly meowing every so often. Small, with short black fur streaked with orange, she’d made a home on one of the rocking chairs for several days. Brooke didn’t intend on letting her move in; she had never had pets growing up and, like little children, they sort of made her uncomfortable.
Especially because people so often spoke to them with that baby-voice. That in and of itself seemed to be a whole gene she was missing; animals and babies didn’t make her coo. They made her anxious.
Spoon didn’t seem to mind, though. She always sat up attentively when Brooke spoke to her, and for reasons she didn’t think too hard about, she’d settled in easily talking to her cats like they were simply other members of her household.
She took the time to lock her front door, then tested it, before she stepped off the porch. Crime in Faircombe was limited, and Brooke knew that her house – out in the woods on the edge of town – was likely to never be pegged for a robbery; it was cute but by no means glamorous or convenient. But still. 
The just over a half-mile long, winding path from her home was lined on either side with trees, shielding her from the sun that was beginning to edge down in its setting descent. And, miraculously, provided a breeze that hinted at an autumn chill to come.
She was more than ready to say goodbye to the summer heat, she thought, as she came out at the end of the path.
Her cottage had one access road to drive up to it, often forgotten by almost everyone unless they had a reason to come calling. The dirt road wasn’t particularly welcoming or convenient, given that you had to drive all the way to the edge of town to find the subtle turn.
Brooke loved a lot of things about her house, but the location was likely number one.
Being the city manager was by no means a job in the public eye. At least, it wasn’t in a big city. In a big city, most residents would be hard-pressed to name the person who actually called many of the shots that dictated what direction their city was heading in.
Faircombe… was not a big city.
And before Brooke had moved out to her more remote home, she’d had people literally knocking on her apartment door. At nighttime, on the weekends… As if that would help sway her opinions in their favor. Merely being out and about in town usually meant running into someone who just desperately had to talk about something.
“Brooke!”
Case in point.
She heard her name called from across town square and recognized the voice immediately as Mrs. Andrews. She knew exactly what she’d find even before she turned to see Mrs. Andrews, Mrs. Hibbard, and Ms. Kellerman sitting at their habitual spot on the patio at Cafferty’s.
She waved at them, giving them a small smile even as she wanted to sigh. Now that she’d been spotted, she would never make it for six o’clock dinner.  
“Brooke, honey, come over here!” It was Ms. Kellerman this time, and Brooke resigned herself to her fate.
Cafferty’s was a Faircombe staple. The café had been open for Brooke’s entire life and at least two generations before her own. Located on the northwest corner of town square, the hand-carved wooden sign beckoned in customers.
The other two coffee joints in town served their own purposes, even if they didn’t quite have the steady volume of customers like Cafferty’s. The Morning Buzz on the west side of town offered more variety and kept later hours, and The Coffee Factory operated up in the north side, closer to the richer homes, and kept in brand with their clientele.
Most of all, Cafferty’s patio was where the gossips hung out. If you needed any information about the comings and goings in Faircombe, that’s where you had to go. Mrs. Andrews, Kellerman, and Hibbard were perpetually there, often joined by others who would sit and gab for an hour or two.
Brooke was equally as fond of the old women as she was regularly exasperated by them.
After all, much like Cafferty’s, they were a staple of her life.
“Hey, y’all.” It was the fondness that won out, even as she resisted the urge to check her watch in front of them.
“Brooke, is it true? About the mall?” Mrs. Hibbard at least had the grace to lower her voice, as close as she ever got to actually whispering. That was to say, it wasn’t an actual whisper.
“Oh, lord.” Brooke dropped her head back with a groan, irritation easily sliding right back through her. “How did you hear about it?”
Mrs. Andrews’ eyes gleamed with amusement. “Come on now, you know we hear about everything.”
Ms. Kellerman rolled her eyes and waved her hand toward her friend, dismissing her. “Nick Mitchell’s assistant had a date last night with Meredith Allaire – you know, the new girl who moved onto Woodland Drive? She’s actually not from France, even though she says –”
Mrs. Andrews cut her off, mimicking her hand gesture. “Shelby, Brooke isn’t here to listen to that. The point – so it’s true? Poor Nia, she heard about it, too. She’s real worried about a Starbucks going in there.”
Sympathy for Nia, the third generation of Cafferty’s to run the coffee shop, wove through Brooke even as she had to bite back her aggravation at Kevin Leland and Nick Mitchell. The pair of them, she swore to god.
Forcing herself to blow out a deep breath, she placed her Tupperware on the table and leaned in to keep her voice down and as calm as she could. “Listen, no decisions have been made yet.” She arched an eyebrow and made eye contact with all of them, her tone clipped. “So don’t you three be going around, telling even more people about this. All right?”
It was hard for women that had known you since you were a baby to take you seriously sometimes. That was something else Brooke had been battling since taking on her job.
The three of them nodded like bobble heads though, and Mrs. Hibbard pretended to zip her lips, before her eyes fell to where Brooke’s hands still rested over her food. “You going somewhere for dinner, darlin’?”
“Rita, it’s Sunday. Where do you think she’s going?” Mrs. Andrews rolled her eyes. “Like she hasn’t been having Sunday dinner at Thistle Drive since she was knee-high to a grasshopper.”
She, as many of the older residents did, referenced the Vandenberg manor by its location. Not nearly as ostentatious as many of the other more expensive homes in Faircombe, the Vandenberg house had been the first building on Thistle Drive, one of the only homes located so centrally that it was visible from the center of town.
The original structure had been built in 1835, when Charles Vandenberg had become one of the founders of the city; it was just one of the facts about Faircombe that you learned when you were little, one of the things you picked up along the way even if you couldn’t pinpoint who’d taught it to you.
Mrs. Hibbard glared at her friend. “Well, Sandy, maybe Brooke’s going to see her paramour. It would be about time.”
Brooke groaned, dropping her head into her hands. She shouldn’t have even come over here. She shouldn’t have. Because she knew exactly where this was going, and her stomach was already heavy with the anticipation, even before –
“Her lover was in Southern California! Unless she’s come here?” Ms. Kellerman cut in, entirely too excited by the idea. “Oh, that would just be good as all get out. Did she come here to see you?”
Fuck my life, fuck it hard.
“No!” The word left her in a shout, far too loud, before she hushed her voice, “And I told y’all before; I don’t have a… lover.”
There was just no way she could think about Taylor as her lover. And she certainly wasn’t a current one.
It had been over two weeks since she’d returned back home, and in those two and a half weeks, Brooke had plenty of time to berate herself for whatever the hell she’d done.
It had to have been the combination of it all: feeling out of place in a big, new city and reeling from royally messing up at the conference, seeing Taylor had just felt… better than dealing with it all alone. Not only was that weird enough, but then she’d screwed herself by inviting Taylor into her room and drinking that wine.
Oh, yeah, and asking Taylor to set the scene as if they’d been on a date. Really, Brooke.
Looking back, it was easy to see how it had happened. Easy to rationalize how it’d all went down. But, damn herself, it had been such a mistake. She’d barely been able to look Ben in the eye for days.
It was too overwhelming to think about. So, she didn’t, as much as she could help it. With her nights alone at her house, she’d always cut her mind off from going there. No thinking about Taylor’s long fingers or the shape of her lips or the way she’d laughed when she’d pressed her mouth –
Yeah, no.
She’d either work or work out until she was exhausted enough to drop into sleep without thinking about Taylor or San Diego. Luckily for her, she didn’t have to think about Taylor often. There was simply no reason to. That was one of the beauties of the safety of Faircombe.
Mrs. Andrew shot her a look that read clearly yeah, right. “We all saw your neck, honey.”
Brooke’s chest and neck flushed with heat, the mortification settling in deep. Fucking Taylor. Ben had held his hands up in defeat and not asked more questions when he’d seen how serious she’d been about not talking about it. Thankfully, because she likely would have stumbled over her words enough that he’d be suspicious. These ladies were slightly less accepting of those boundaries than Ben was. 
Ms. Kellerman nodded decisively. “I think it’s good for you. There’re so many more gay people in California than there are here, even with times changing. And you’re such a good girl, you need someone; especially with Scarlet getting engaged and all.”
Okay, that checked the final box of things she was not going to talk about.
She gripped the handles of her Tupperware, picking up the bowl. “On that note, I’m going to be late to dinner. Try to keep the damage to a minimum. And don’t talk about my love life anymore,” she ordered.
She had far less faith that they’d follow that order than the one about the mall. And she knew better than to believe they’d keep mum about that for long, either.
It could drive her insane, but it was what it was.
She’d already lifted the Tupperware and taken a step away from the table when Mrs. Andrews leaned in, voice alight with gossipy excitement once again. “Oh, guess who rolled into town early this morning?”
“How would you know, you sleep like the dead,” Mrs. Hibbard shot back, and it made Brooke snort as she stepped off the curb and headed toward Ben’s.
It was in sight from here, across the square, nestled in like it belonged with all of the public service buildings in the surrounding area.
Her eyebrows drew down in confusion as she climbed the steps up the porch. There was music – indie pop, Juliet Jacobs to be specific, definitely not Ben’s genre – filtering out through the open windows, louder than Ben ever had music playing.
And she could distinctly hear Jo laughing along with it. A rare occurrence in the last year, ever since the divorce. Jo went through the typical ups and downs of adolescence, but she’d definitely embraced more of the sullen teenager aspect of it all when her mom had moved two towns over with her new boyfriend.
Curious, she walked slowly toward the door and shook her head. She shouldn’t question the good time being had inside, but at the same time, it felt so… not normal.
She didn’t knock or ring the doorbell; she hadn’t done that at this home since she’d been sixteen.
Not since Amy had opened the door before Brooke could properly knock and had warmly but sternly informed her that if Brooke continued to act like she wasn’t family and rang that doorbell one more time, it would be the death of her.
The moments after she walked inside all happened too fast for Brooke to properly realize what was going on.
One second, she was walking through the foyer and into the living room, just like she always did.
That still happened. Only, this time, the next second she stepped into the living room, someone collided with her. In one fell swoop, she felt liquid pour over her jacket, she lost the grip on her bowl which then landed on her feet, as she was tripping backwards, the momentum knocking her entirely off-balance.  
“Christ!”
A warm, strong hand landed on her arm, steadying her enough that she was barely able to keep herself from falling flat on her ass.
As her heart pounded in her chest from the surprise, she reflexively reached to grip the hand that steadied her.
And it was the hand she noticed first.
Slender, long tan fingers held fast at her bicep, with short, well-kept fingernails. Brooke knew those fingers. She knew very well because nineteen days ago, those fingers had mapped a path all over her body. She knew because nineteen days ago, when Brooke had been half-asleep, Taylor had slid her hand onto Brooke’s hip and the touch had woken Brooke up enough that her eyes had focused there for several beats, her mind not thinking about the fact that it was Taylor’s hand until Brooke had slipped easily into an exhausted sleep.
Her heart pounded in her chest as her mind just refused to believe what she was seeing.
There was just no way Taylor was back in town because why would she be? It wasn’t a holiday or a birthday or any sort of special occasion.
“I believe you are late for dinner. Is this a first in history?” That teasing lilt over that husky voice was unmistakable, even if Brooke’s mind was screaming against it being real.
She could distinctly hear that horror movie music as she slowly turned her gaze to actually confirm –
Yep. Taylor stood less than a foot away, her dark hair tossed into a messy bun atop her head, in a tight green T-shirt and a pair of jeans that had fraying holes over the knees, with bare feet sticking out the bottom.
She looked irritatingly perfect even now. All Brooke could do for several long seconds was blink up at her as her stomach twisted in knots and she wondered if this was a dream.
A nightmare, to be exact.
What the hell was the universe trying to pull on her? And by the universe, she narrowed her eyes, she meant Taylor.
“Taylor?” As if she could possibly mistake her.
“Long time, no see,” she winked and… yes, this was real life. “Guess I’m two for two, huh.” Taylor’s grin was warm and as always, was also irritatingly perfect.
“What?” She snapped, shaking herself out of her daze and shaking Taylor’s hand off of her arm along with it.
Taylor gestured to Brooke’s jacket, which she only then remembered was wet.
Annoyance zipped through her and she welcomed it with open arms above the alarm and unease and shock twisting through her stomach.
“It’s just water. That should teach me to dance with Jo while attempting to stay hydrated at the same time,” Taylor laughed, sounding entirely at-ease.
Then again, it’s not like she’d be blindsided by seeing Brooke in Faircombe. And, adding to her annoyance somehow, she didn’t think Taylor would be thrown by seeing her even if it had been a surprise. It hadn’t been Taylor who had come to her senses and realized they’d made a giant mistake.
“Auntie Taylor’s here,” Jo informed her needlessly, and it startled Brooke to realize she hadn’t noticed they weren’t alone.
Jo’s smile was far brighter than Brooke had seen it at a Sunday dinner in a while and she resolutely focused on that as she took a step back from Taylor. She managed a tense smile back, her voice terse, “I see that.”
But why? The question pounded through her head.
“Jo, honey, can you go grab me a towel?” Taylor gestured to the remainder of the water and the plastic cup she’d been drinking from, now on the floor.
As Jo acquiesced, running out of the room, Brooke jerkily unzipped her jacket and tugged it off, taking another conscious step back away from Taylor, mind still reeling.
This was not supposed to be happening. That night in San Diego was bound to bite her in the ass at some point, but… but Brooke usually went a couple of years without seeing Taylor! By the time they were supposed to see each other again in the future, Brooke wasn’t supposed to remember quite so clearly all of the details of that night.
“Then again, maybe I’m not exactly two for two. This time, with the water, was my fault for sure. The wine in San Diego, I think that was more on you,” Taylor spoke contemplatively, full of mirth, before her tone dipped lower. “Though, I will share in the blame, since it’s not like I was entirely innocent.”
“Did you come all the way here to tease me about that night?” She hissed, giving the only thought that could possibly make any sense a voice before bending down to grab at the bowl of spaghetti that – thankfully – hadn’t spilled all over the floor, to give herself something to do instead of stare.
“Yes, I flew all the way here to give you shit for ghosting me in a hotel room,” Taylor’s voice was filled with barely contained laughter.
Brooke scowled, clenching her jaw tightly. “Well, you haven’t been back since your parents moved, and now after we…” She cleared her throat, “Saw each other in San Diego, you’re all of the sudden here. What am I supposed to think? What’s going on?”
And the fact that Taylor was reticent, no comeback on her lips or explanation for her sudden visit, made Brooke take a step back, tilting her head up at her. Did she believe, truly, with whatever rational thought she could muster, that Taylor would go out of her way to come to a place she didn’t particularly love to visit, to see Brooke about that night?
No, not really.
Except her silence was suspicious, as was the way Taylor’s endlessly dark eyes seemed to be totally blank, her forehead scrunched up in thought.
“You mind not making a total mess of Brooke and the house?” Ben’s voice rang out as he turned the music down from the other side of the room. His words sounded almost playful, but both Brooke and Taylor knew him enough to hear a serious note in them, too.
Brooke wasn’t sure if she should feel relieved at his presence – a comfort – or even more panicked. Because she certainly was never going to tell him that she’d slept with his sister, and – please – she hoped to any god willing to lend an ear that Taylor wouldn’t by way of teasing comment, either.
Taylor, instead, saluted her brother as Jo ran back in and handed her a towel. She squatted to clean, giving Brooke a clear view down –
Hell no.
She stomped over to where Ben stood, his arms crossed, a look of consternation on his face that matched very closely the jumble of feelings in Brooke’s stomach.
“Why didn’t you tell me Taylor was coming to town?” She demanded, barely remembering to keep her voice down.
“I didn’t know, ’til she showed up this morning,” he muttered back.
She – well, she figured that was true. Ben rarely kept things from her. 
“I can hear you, and I left a message with your receptionist,” Taylor shot back from across the room, her voice remarkably light, with just an edge of seriousness underlining her words. “Last week.”
Ben rubbed his eyes with his fingers as he sighed. “Brent is brand new and barely is getting the hang of writing down my work related messages.”
Taylor stood, the damp towel in her hand, as she tilted her head, eyes still bright in amusement and challenge. A challenge Brooke didn’t think she ever saw with anyone but Ben. “And somehow that’s my fault?” Her eyes landed sharply behind where Ben stood in the doorway. “And someone was supposed to discuss it with you beforehand.”
Brooke was entirely unsurprised to see Savannah as she stood next to Ben, coming in from the other room, with a smile that said, “I would be sorry and I kind of am, but not really?” on her face. “I told Taylor I’d talk to you about the details, Ben, I really did. That’s on me.” She aimed her bright smile at her older brother.
Brooke narrowed her eyes at the look; it was all very… suspicious, and her gut did not like it. At all. Any of it.
Taylor sighed. “And I already told you, if you want me to stay at Savannah’s or in town, then –”
Jo cut Taylor off, whipping her head around to stare at Ben, her pale blonde hair flying with the movement. “Dad!” Gone was the laughter from when Brooke walked in, replaced with annoyance, pleading, and a defiant set of her jaw. A much more familiar look as of late. “Seriously? You can’t ask Auntie Taylor to not stay with us; she’s, like, the coolest person in the literal world! And this is her house, too.”
Ben sighed, tossing his hands in the air in retreat. “Taylor’s not going anywhere. I was just saying some more advanced notice would be great.”
Savannah clapped her hands together, clearly ready to push through this, whatever this was. “All right! Brooke cooked and she’s finally here –”
Brooke tore her gaze from Taylor and was almost glad for the indignation she felt at Savannah’s comment. Something normal, at least. “It’s two minutes past six!”
“Two minutes late feels like a lifetime for you,” Taylor commented as she made her way across the room, winking at Brooke as she did.
She ignored the apt comment, the wink, and the twist in her stomach at it.
Savannah ushered them all through the wide double doorway. “Aaaanyway, since Brooke cooked, it means we have something delicious to look forward to, so… let’s do it!” She turned to Brooke, smile brightening. A smile she and Ben shared, a warm one, the same one as their mom. Not the same one as Taylor, though.
She hated that her mind pointed that out.
“Hey! Spaghetti? I heard you got a ton of tomatoes at the farmer’s market yesterday,” Savannah’s blue eyes peered down into the bowl Brooke carried.
“Yeah, I did.”
“Tell me you didn’t kill yourself working today. On a Sunday,” Ben chimed in, taking the bowl from her and placing it on the dining room table. “Tell me you relaxed and cooked and chilled out.”
“All right. I relaxed and cooked and chilled out,” she echoed back, arching her eyebrows at him with a disingenuous saccharine smile.
Jo snorted. “Brooke doesn’t know how to chill out.”
Taylor let out a bark of laughter, mirrored closely by Savannah’s, and Brooke narrowed her eyes as she flicked Jo on the shoulder.
She took her normal seat at the dining room table. Ben and Savannah now sat at the respective heads of the table, while Jo sat across from Brooke, just like every Sunday.
It was only then that she realized the empty chairs left were either next to her or next to Jo.
And of course, Taylor slid into the chair next to her own. Brooke’s stomach clenched at the proximity, as she breathed in through her nose and slowly let it out, before she turned her head, and eyed Taylor warily.
Taylor merely lifted an eyebrow, eyes dancing. “You going to move away from me?”
“No,” she bit out. “This is fine.”
If fine meant that Brooke was internally cursing herself. She never did stuff like that. Never slept with the wrong person or had a one night stand. It turned out it was for good reason, because clearly the universe loved to punish her.
Taylor grinned, leaning in closer, her hand falling onto Brooke’s thigh as she did so, heat racing up Brooke’s leg at the touch. Her bright smile illuminated her face. “This is how we used to sit, remember? You’d sit on my side, across from Ben.”
Brooke did remember. Of course, she remembered; those dinners had been hell for her when Taylor had been around. As soon as she’d hit puberty, it felt like her hormonal body was on overdrive sitting this close to her. Like every nerve jumped when Taylor accidentally brushed against her when she’d adjust in her seat.
She’d selfishly loved it when Taylor had left town, deep down, in a place she never told anyone about.
Ben Sr. and Amy were sick with worry over her, and Ben was pissed at Taylor for leaving and causing their parents so much stress, while Savannah would frequently talk about how she missed her. Brooke didn’t like that these people she loved were hurting, and there was a part of her that was at times both worried about and annoyed with Taylor, too.
Mostly, though, she’d been glad that just as she’d turned fifteen, her sexuality had finally been able to experience some peace.
Yet somehow, twenty-five years later, she was in the same spot.
The damn Taylor effect. Except right now, it was worse. Because she should have it together, because she wasn’t a fucking teenager anymore.
Ugh.
Brooke scooted sideways, making Taylor’s hand fall from her leg.
“I didn’t know you could cook.” Genuine surprise colored Taylor’s voice, pulling Brooke back to the moment. “This is delicious.”
She hadn’t even realized everyone had started to eat. And, truthfully, she wasn’t that hungry right now. But to make a point to herself, she took a helping of her spaghetti and some of the salad Savannah had likely made.
Brooke pulled in a deep breath before she pushed it back out. Normal. Totally normal, just like every Sunday. “I mean, I’m not Wolfgang Puck.”
“Thankfully. Much easier on the eyes.” The comment slipped from Taylor’s lips as easily as those sort of flirty comments always did.
But the anxiety still landed heavily in Brooke’s stomach and she cut her eyes to give Taylor a look. No one even batted an eye, she realized a moment later, her heart rate evening out. Savannah just nodded in amused agreement. Why would anyone bat an eye, though, when Taylor was just a flirty person?
For once, that came in handy.
She was able to slightly relax into the comfort of Sunday dinner – Taylor’s presence next to her still making her buzz with all sorts of discomforting feelings, but that couldn’t be helped. Jo ate up most of the conversation, which Brooke was grateful for, for multiple reasons.
Because it was nice to hear Jo be engaged in conversation with them for longer than ten minutes, for one thing. But mostly because all of Jo’s questions revolved around Taylor’s travels, and that reminded Brooke of the very comforting fact that this evening? Was likely the actual last time she’d see Taylor for a good while.
Because Taylor was going to leave soon. She always did.
“And… what are you doing here now?” Jo asked quizzically, tilting her head in question as she looked at them from across the table.
Brooke angled herself away from the heat of Taylor’s body and arched an eyebrow at the question that still remained unanswered from earlier. The one she very much wanted to know. “Yes, what are you doing here?”
She suddenly regretted asking, because of the gleam in Taylor’s eyes. She narrowed her own, trying to telepathically tell Taylor to absolutely not bring anything up that had happened between them.
No, she still didn’t think Taylor came to tease her. And she knew, she knew, that Taylor definitely couldn’t have come to seek out… another night together. It just wouldn’t – that wasn’t Taylor. But a nervous buzz shot through her stomach as she wondered.
“I, uh –” Taylor cleared her throat as she shot a look at Savannah.
It was quick, but Brooke didn’t miss it, and she slowly dragged her gaze between the two of them in suspicion.
“And since when do you want to stay in Faircombe for over three months?” Ben asked, the disbelief clear in his tone.
And Brooke promptly choked on the bite she’d just taken, her heart pounding against her ribs.  
Three months? Three months? “Three months?” She managed to get out. “You’re here for three months?”
Taylor reached up and patted her on the back before Brooke could even try to move away from it. And once her hand was there, moving gently as Brooke’s final coughs evened out, she couldn’t twist away from it without looking incredibly weird. But she was very aware of that hand, an uneasy electricity sliding along her spine.
“I’m not leaving until January.” Taylor kept her hand on Brooke’s back as she spoke, though, her fingers moving ever so slightly as she cleared her throat again. “I’m… doing a project for work.”
“Yeah! Your project.” Savannah nodded enthusiastically.
Brooke drew her eyebrows down together. “Work?” She repeated skeptically. “How does Faircombe fit into your work?”
“Seriously!” Jo’s voice echoed some of Brooke’s incredulity, but also released on a squeal of excitement. “Here? How do you go from Malaysia to… here?” 
Taylor slowly drew her hand down Brooke’s back before she let it fall, and she looked down at her plate, big brown eyes narrowed in concentration as she spoke, “I’ve been… thinking… about doing a list. For a while, now.” She nodded with the words, nodding again a moment later, more vigorously as she turned to meet Brooke’s dubious stare. “A list of the top ten Hidden Gems of the American South. It’s been long coming.”
She sounded so certain, it left very little room for doubt, even though Brooke was still kind of doubtful.
But what the hell else could it be? What, Taylor came all the way here to sleep with Brooke again, because she just couldn’t get enough and couldn’t find someone else who wanted her just as much?
That was definitely more implausible.
It took everything in Brooke not to bang her head into the table.
***
She was still reeling from it an hour later, as dinner came to a close, and even though she almost always stayed for a bit just to talk with Ben and occasionally also Savannah – well, she definitely wasn’t staying tonight.
Ben turned to her as if sensing her thoughts. “Why don’t you grab the cards so I can kick your ass in poker? I’ll meet you out there after I finish cleaning up.”
Her eyes darted to look at Taylor, who was already watching her with a soft head tilt, lifting her eyebrows. And a gleam in her eye that just said clearly to Brooke, I’ve seen you naked.
Scowling she turned back to Ben. “No. I – uh – can’t.” 
Which, damn it, sucked because she’d been on a damn good winning streak against both him and Savannah for the last few weeks. 
Ben stared at her in disbelief. “You’re gonna break your winning streak in cards? You feeling all right?” He used his joking tone, but there was a very real concern in his eyes, his eyebrows lifting up high. 
Brooke rolled her eyes. “I’m fine. I just have to finish going over the proposals before the week starts.”
Ben sighed, shooting her a look. “On a Sunday night? Brooke Watson, I swear to god, you’re going to work yourself into an early grave. There is no way you can convince me that whatever you’ve got on your docket tonight has got to be done tomorrow.” 
They both knew her well enough to know that she wouldn’t get that behind on work. Never had, never would. 
Taylor’s amused gaze ping-ponged between them, before settling warmly on Brooke. “You know, Brooke, if you’re not staying on my account, I can make myself scarce and unpack a bit.”
Brooke hated that she was so easily read, but of course Taylor knew it was on her account. 
Ben now stared between the two of them, speaking slowly, “Why would it be on your account that Brooke isn’t staying? Brooke’s always enjoyed beating everyone at cards. Especially you?” 
Damn it, Ben was right. They all knew it. 
Brooke felt the heat creep up her neck at the look Ben threw her, and damningly almost melted in relief when Taylor shrugged, looking perfectly natural. “You know, my first night in town and all. Giving us some time to settle in.” 
Didn’t sound like her at all, but she jumped on it anyway. “Right. And I’m a little tired, doc, so I’ll keep the work to a minimum.”
And spend some time preparing herself for three months of Taylor’s visit. But, she tried to tell herself, how hard could it be? They’d had Sunday dinner together hundreds of times before and it wasn’t like they’d be seeing each other any other time.
Granted, that was before Taylor was giving her that look that made Brooke’s stomach clench.
She didn’t know why she wasn’t expecting Taylor to say, “I’ll walk you to the door.”
Because… of course, she did.
Ben gave Taylor a questioning look as Brooke narrowed her eyes at her. “I think I know the way at this point.”
“Just simple manners,” Taylor provided both of them with a large, guileless smile that looked so easy and natural, that if Brooke didn’t know any better, she would just think this was Taylor being Taylor.
Which clearly, Ben did, as he shrugged and shot her a grin before heading into the kitchen.
Without waiting for Taylor to say anything else, she turned and headed through the living room.
With Taylor’s longer legs, though, she easily kept Brooke’s pace.
Taylor leaned in close as they walked toward the front door, that sunshine smell enveloping her before Brooke could anticipate what was happening. Her voice was a husky murmur in Brooke’s ear, “Come up to my room before you leave.”
Heat raced through Brooke’s stomach as she whirled around to face her, face flushing, as she heatedly whispered, “I absolutely will not.”
Taylor let out a throaty chuckle as she leaned back and gave Brooke a look. “What, do you think I’m going to take you up to my childhood bedroom and relive our night together?”
“Don’t,” Brooke grit out, looking over her shoulder.
“Why are you acting like it’s the end of the world? It’s not like it’s the first time anything ever happened between us,” Taylor wiggled her eyebrows, a slow smile stealing over her lips.
Good god. 
She did her very best long ago to wipe their single past kiss from her memory. And given that it had been almost twenty years since, she’d succeeded. Generally. That kiss from nineteen years ago existed only in a deep, quieted recess in her mind. 
Mostly, she’d hoped that Taylor would have also forgotten about it too, because she was positive that Taylor had kissed plenty of women since then. Enough to put theirs to shame. 
She unintentionally raked her eyes down Taylor’s body before realizing what she was doing, zipping them back up as she berated herself. And landed her gaze on impossibly soft lips. Yeah. Taylor had undoubtedly kissed many, many more women. 
Brooke scrubbed a hand over her face, shaking the thoughts away, annoyed at herself for having them. And annoyed at Taylor for bringing it up. “It’s not the same thing and you know it. But we don’t talk about that because it’s humiliating,” she hissed, before taking in a deep breath and straightening her spine, as she met Taylor’s dark gaze and held it with her own. “But it doesn’t matter. Because it’s not going to happen again – none of it. Faircombe’s big enough for the two of us to mind our own business.”
“This town’s big enough for the both of us?” Taylor quipped, putting on an incredibly cringey, put-upon accent that made herself laugh.
Brooke closed her eyes and breathed out a sigh, definitely not allowing herself to grin at the ridiculous impression.
“You can just do your – work,” she muttered, still giving Taylor a side-eye about the so-called work she had to do. How hard could making a list be? “And I’ll do mine. And we won’t be sneaking off to bedrooms together, because that was a single night of insanity. Think we can do that?”
“If that’s what you want,” Taylor conceded, keeping her gaze on Brooke’s face as she spoke, grinning slowly. “Though I am prone to moments of insanity,” she whispered, teasingly. 
Hazel eyes narrowed and you know what? Brooke was positive that the upside of Taylor’s long-term presence was that it would crush any sort of desire she would feel. It had to. It almost had, in her youth. And she had far more self-control, now. 
“Well, I’m not.” She nodded with finality, so, there, and turned to leave. 
“Hey, Brooke?” Taylor’s voice stopped her before she could walk out the door. 
Everything inside of her wanted to keep walking. Only… for whatever damning reason, she just couldn’t. With that nagging feeling in her stomach, Brooke slowly turned her head, taking in a deep breath before slowly letting it out, lifting an eyebrow in question. 
Those expressive dark honey eyes glinted in amusement, those full lips moving into a sly smile before Taylor murmured, “Regards.”
Brooke scowled as her nerves jumbled with indignance and embarrassment. That stupid note. She couldn’t just leave the hotel without saying… anything. She’d tried. But then she just felt this niggling guilt in her stomach because, well, she knew Taylor would never do that to her. 
So, she’d worked through the note quickly, waffling on every other word – what did someone say in something like that? Ugh. 
She marched through the door, shutting it with a satisfying snap behind her. 
***
Much later that night, after Savannah had left with plans for Taylor to come by in the morning for their first yoga session, Taylor sat on the edge of her bed and bounced a bit, testing the firmness of the mattress. Not that it really mattered; she could sleep just about anywhere. 
And she’d certainly be sleeping well tonight; she’d been up for a solid twenty-two hours at this point, having flown into Memphis for four in the morning, and it was now almost midnight. 
It was… it was weird, she decided. This feeling in her stomach felt weird, knowing that she was going to be settling in here for months. That she was going to be staying in one place – any one place – for three months. 
It only really hit her now, as she sat and looked around the room. It used to be her bedroom, when she’d been growing up. Ben now lived in their parents’ master bedroom, Jo was in the room Savannah had grown up in. And Taylor’s old room was the guest room. It was tidy, organized, and all adorned with furniture that clearly wasn’t used all that often. 
But the walls were still painted the sky blue color she’d adorned them with when she’d turned sixteen. She could see, when she squinted, the little carving of her initials into the baseboard in the right corner, from when she’d carved them when she’d been twelve. 
And right now, she wasn’t passing by for a weekend. She was settling in. Settling into Faircombe. “I’m settling in to Faircombe,” she murmured, testing the words aloud. 
Yeah, it still felt weird. She was happy to see Savannah and the fact that she really did have a glow. She’d loved her ecstatic greeting from Jo, she really did. 
And… yeah, she’d very much enjoyed her run in with Brooke. The shocked, widening of her eyes, the intensity of her gaze. She’d enjoyed it more than she’d thought she would, which was saying something because it wasn’t as if she’d thought she wouldn’t – 
She looked up at the soft knock on her door. “Come on in.” 
She’d expected Jo to be sneaking in past her bedtime to ask Taylor for stories, as was their custom, much to Ben’s chagrin. And she blinked in surprise when it was her brother who pushed the door open. 
“Hey,” she greeted with a tentative smile. 
“Hey,” Ben echoed, shifting back and forth on his feet. It reminded her a lot of the kid he’d been – super skinny and always unsure, quiet. 
Only, when he’d been a kid, Ben had loved to hang out with her. Even though she’d been his older sister, even when she’d get in trouble with their dad for acting out – Ben always liked to spend time with her. 
That had shifted as adults. So much that by now Taylor, though she felt comfortable with just about everyone, even strangers, always felt somewhat like she was uncertain when with her little brother. Somewhere along the way, they’d lost that ease, that closeness, and she could never quite pinpoint where. 
And she’d given up trying, otherwise it would have driven her insane. 
“Look –”
“Ben –”
They spoke and stopped at the same time, Taylor laughing at it through her travel-induced exhaustion. 
Ben’s lips twitched in a small but genuine smile. It was warm, but she missed the big, full smiles he used to have when they’d laugh together. Always polite, he gestured for her to talk first. 
“I was just going to say, I’m sorry for surprising you. I should have called you too, not just your office,” she conceded, biting her lip. The thing was, she just rarely called Ben. He called her even less. 
It felt… strange. 
It was easier, though, calling his office. Easier to face their somewhat stilted – never unpleasant but stilted – conversations that way. And she’d taken the cowardly way out of having to face her relationship with Ben by hoping Savannah would lay the groundwork for her. She could admit that.
Ben nodded, clearing his throat. “Yeah, that would have been nice.” He gave her that small, somewhat lopsided smile again, before he blew out a deep breath. “But, it’s… it really is fine. I just, I don’t want you to feel like I don’t want you here. You really caught me off guard, kind of appearing and then – I mean, you’re staying for three months.” 
His eyebrows drew down low, confusion evident. 
“It just threw me off-guard, like I said. But you know you’re always welcome here. Just wanted to say sorry if it didn’t sound like it, earlier.” 
He was being genuine, she could tell. And it did make her feel that little bit better; maybe their relationship wasn’t close, but it wasn’t nonexistent.
“We’re good,” she offered, and for the most part, she meant it. 
He gave her another smile and a nod. “Great. Good. Uh, you have the towels you need? Bedding? I would have done it all up fresh if I knew, but, no one’s stayed in here since the last time Mom and Dad came to visit a couple months ago.” 
She waved him off. “Nah, I’m good. Thanks. Besides, if I did need anything, I know where to find it.”
After all, she had grown up here. Ben seemed to realize that too, as he nodded. 
“Right.” Ben nodded again, before tapping his knuckles lightly against the door in a sign of awkwardness. “So. Goodnight.” 
“’Night, Ben.” 
Yeah… she blew out a deep breath as he closed the door. Weird.
Savannah was so, so lucky Taylor loved her so much.  



Chapter Six
 
The huddle of gossip hounds outside of Cafferty’s on the regular: check.
The whisper of said gossip present everywhere Taylor went: check.
Ben mostly avoiding her despite the fact that she’d been staying with him for almost a week: check.
The same little cliques that formed, lines drawn between who was friends with whom: check.
Town square looking exactly the same – granted, all right, actually modernized and updated a bit, but still: check.
Being spotted and cornered and questioned no less than eleven times during her short and deliberately timed for low traffic trips out of the house? Some – a few of Savannah’s friends – more fond interactions than others. Namely, than those who dropped by under the guise of a friendly chat when she could tell all they were doing was snooping around or making derisive comments about her bohemian lifestyle: unfortunately, check.
Taylor had only been back in town for six days, but she could already see that Faircombe was the same old Faircombe. And she wasn’t really all that surprised.
Six days in and –
All possible manual updates to her website: done.
A new blog update: posted.
Final deals with Michelle for her photos: complete. All by the end of her second day in town.
Celebrating – secretly – Savannah’s pregnancy over a girl’s night her third night in: absolutely.
Picking up a color wheel of paint and some samples for the nursery: yup, on her fourth day.
Tossing out potential baby names with Savannah: constantly, and she was sure to throw in ridiculous choices to make her sister laugh. Peanut, that one had stuck as the baby’s current nickname. For the record, Savannah had tried to make “Flour” work, but it had gotten far too confusing when she was baking, and had resulted in them speaking in double entendres until they’d both burst out laughing. Peanut it was. 
Sitting down with Jo and her friends, regaling mostly age-appropriate stories at her niece’s prompting: all of the previous last night, in spite of her brother’s annoyance in the background.
Getting Savannah started on yoga: just this morning. 
Brooke seeming to avoid the hell out of Ben’s house, to the point that Taylor hadn’t been able to figure out any way to sneak back her pants and necklace: sadly, true.
Feeling antsy less than a week back in Faircombe: without a single doubt.
***
Really, if Taylor had been asked if she’d wind up at the Faircombe Fall Festival even just three weeks ago, she would have laughed.
Because she hadn’t attended the Faircombe Fall Festival in twenty-five years. Her two-to-three day long trips back to town in the last few decades were typically planned without any regard to events and were usually short, sweet, and dedicated to a deliberate purpose. 
She’d deliberately chosen to avoid event-weekends, in order to avoid the influx of people.
Which was kind of ironic, because she was – resoundingly – a people person. Overwhelmingly so, she often thought. She loved meeting new people, she didn’t ever get sick of being in small, close settings or large gatherings. Her chosen life would have been difficult, given that she’d spent her entire adulthood meeting and surrounding herself with all different people, all over the world. They didn’t even have to speak the same language for her to embrace spending time with them, to just be. 
But it was different, in Faircombe.
Still, here she was.
The Faircombe Fall Festival was in full swing. The second Saturday of October, without fail, found town square full of tables and booths set up from all sorts of businesses, with games and snacks everywhere you looked. Savannah’s bakery had one of the biggest and most popular booths, located near the dead center of the festival. It filled Taylor with an unexpected sense of pride. 
“You know, I didn’t expect you to come and help me man the booth. Not that I’m not grateful for your company,” Savannah commented, a question in her voice as she gave Taylor a sidelong glance.
Was Taylor feeling a little listless after only a week in town? Yes. But did she want Savannah to know that and feel guilty? Definitely not. No matter what, she’d been able to clearly see the anxiety that often entered her baby sister’s eyes when she got a little too much in her head in the last few days. The anxiety that made it clear what Taylor had come here for.
Taylor deliberately arched a teasing eyebrow toward her. “Oh, so now I’m good company, but earlier, I’m a rude ass?”
Savannah poked her bottom lip into a pout, looking very much like the younger sister Taylor remembered from her childhood. “Yes, because you are almost ten years older than I am and you were way more flexible when we did yoga, and that is not fair.”
Taylor snorted.
“Stop laughing at me,” Savannah attempted to sound menacing, but the giggle that escaped her gave her away. “Laughing at me is,” she glanced around to make sure no one was around before she whispered, “Bad for the peanut.”
Taylor rolled her eyes, chuckling. “What, are you going to use that excuse for everything?”
“Nope,” her sister stuck her tongue out. “Only the true things.”
“You tried telling me that you weren’t able to hold the natarajasana pose today because of the peanut and not because of your honestly worrisome balance,” she shot back, sticking out her own tongue.
“Taylor Vandenberg, look at you! I’d heard you were back in town, but I had to see it with my own two eyes.”
The voice to her left surprised Taylor – it was no big shock she couldn’t hear someone approaching amidst the sounds of the festival, but still. She recognized it in an instant, her playful mood dipping.
She barely held in a sigh as she turned to give Mrs. Hibbard a tight smile. “Hi, Mrs. Hibbard. You’re looking well.”
She was, too. Taylor didn’t know how old Mrs. Hibbard or any of the old gossips were, really. Maybe around her dad’s age, she guessed. They were just always around, even when she’d been younger. Always ready to stick their noses in other people’s business.
Given that Taylor had been a very big source of that gossip during her adolescence, she’d formed a distaste for that posse very early in her life. Though she didn’t feel as strong a vitriol for them now that she’d grown up and had so much space and time from this place, that little unpleasant kernel was still there.
“Did I hear you say marijuana just now?” Mrs. Hibbard dipped her voice as if she were getting juicy information, her eyes gleaming in excitement. “That’s still illegal here in Tennessee, you know.”
Taylor dropped her mouth open in faux-surprise. “You don’t say. Down here in the liberal south? Here I was, planning to smoke up the residents of Faircombe right from the bakery booth. Lacing up some baked goods and all, you know how it is.”
Savannah pushed her shoulder when Mrs. Hibbard’s eyes widened, and Taylor couldn’t contain her laugh, glad that this sort of entertainment never failed. Playing right into these expectations in her youth had made the gossip almost tolerable. And, if she did say so herself, gave her excellent coping skills.
“She’s joking, Mrs. Hibbard. I swear it,” Savannah added when Mrs. Hibbard started eyeing the brownies.
There was skepticism written all over the old woman’s face as she turned to eye Taylor, who made no attempt to hide her grin.
Until Savannah shot her a look. Because both of them knew just how quickly it could spread that Savannah’s baked goods were laced with pot. As if that would be such a nightmare.
“I am kidding,” Taylor conceded. “The word I said was natarajasana. The dancer’s pose, from yoga. You do yoga, Mrs. Hibbard? You still look… spry.”
Somehow, she did. Maybe she drew her power from meddling into other people’s business. Got her youth from sucking the gossip out of others. The thought made Taylor bite her lip against a snicker.
Mrs. Hibbard laughed Taylor off. “Oh, please, child. As if I could. Now tell me,” she leaned into the booth. “You come back here because you’re in some sort of trouble? You know you can tell me true.”
Taylor’s smile froze to her face.
It was so stupid, she reminded herself, to be wrapped up in stuff that happened decades ago. She was way beyond that.
With that in mind, Taylor shook her head and blew out a low breath as she forced a laugh. “No trouble now, unless you count surrounding myself with Savannah’s baked goods far too often.”
Unsurprisingly, it was as if she hadn’t spoken at all.
“’Cuz you know, we can help, if you are.” Mrs. Hibbard leaned in farther, almost halfway across the counter, as if proximity would make Taylor want to confess every secret she’d ever had to the woman. Her voice was a conspiratorial hush, “That Taylor Trouble ain’t nothing we can’t handle.”
At the nickname, Taylor unexpectedly felt her stomach clench and her smile twitched with it. Her sister must have sensed it. “Mrs. Hibbard, come on over here and let me package you up a few cookies. I saw your grandkids over here just a few minutes ago, you can surprise them.”
Taylor Trouble was the nickname the gossip hounds had coined for her when she’d been growing up, and she hadn’t heard it in over twenty years.
She cleared her throat, shaking her head as she rolled her shoulders. It was stupid to let it bother her, she told herself again.
Taylor Trouble skipped school again – all over town before the school day was even out.
Taylor Trouble got into a fight with a football player – before she could even tell her parents herself.
Taylor Trouble was smoking out behind the grocery store parking lot!
Taylor Trouble was so disrespectful at the Miss Faircombe Pageant, did you hear her rant about sexism toward the judges?
Taylor Trouble is gay now, did y’all hear? A lesbian.
Taylor Trouble, she’s just like her troublemaking mother – and they didn’t mean her mom; they didn’t mean Amy. But the biological one, the one that had taken off before Taylor had even hit her first birthday.
Faircombe hadn’t changed a bit, she thought again, a huff of exasperated laughter caught in her throat. Nope, it was all just the very same.
“Come on over if you want to get those bones moving in some yoga classes,” Taylor called with a teasing shout, smiling with as much innocence as possible.
Still, Mrs. Hibbard only laughed as she walked away. 
Savannah hip-checked her, even as she giggled. “You are such a menace.”
Taylor shrugged, running her hands through her hair as her nerves settled. Oddly keyed up from the interaction; then again, that had been one of the prime interactions she’d aimed to avoid for years.
“Back to what I was saying before though,” Savannah’s voice was quieter, the sincerity of it pulling at Taylor, as soon as Mrs. Hibbard was out of view. “I thought maybe you’d want to ease into being here or something.”
Incredulous, she turned to look at her sister. “Ease back? Into Faircombe? We both know there is no such thing; you either get all of Faircombe at once or you get nothing.” It was mostly why she’d chosen nothing for so long. “And I’ve been laying low for a few days, so I might as well jump in.” She shrugged before she added, “And I can’t keep toiling away at Ben’s.” 
The truth of that statement threaded through her.
It had been just shy of a week, and she was already going out of her mind trying to remain so… still. Taylor was meant to be doing something with her time, with herself. A day or two of downtime here or there in between activities, that was fine. A little refresher.
Faircombe gossips or not, she couldn’t sit around anymore and go stir-crazy.
“Besides, you know I’ve always liked Fall Fest.” She cast her gaze around the town again, taking in everything she could see from behind the booth.
Faircombe was full of events – food drives, the dance-a-thon, the knit-a-thon. About a dozen other inconsequential a-thons. Miss Faircombe pageants, Spring Fling Night, the Winter Wonderland Holiday Celebration. The Founder’s Day Ball, Founder’s Day Anniversary, around ten thousand other Founder’s Day days – to name only a few. They were all catalogued into her mind, it seemed, even after not living here for the later half of her life.
She and her mom used to tease her dad when she’d been growing up that there was always an event in Faircombe. When your dad was the mayor and the face of the town, who actually enjoyed spending facetime with the people, it made for a lot of time and energy going into these things.
But the festival was always fun.
“Well, Ben and Jo are coming out tonight. You could have come with them; you don’t have to stay here with me. That’s what I meant.” Savannah bit her lip. 
Taylor gave her a questioning look. “You think Ben wanted me to hang out with him and Jo?”
Her brother seemed to not only avoid her, but shot a look at her when she was spending time with her niece, as well. Not like he wanted to stop it from happening, but as if he wanted to monitor it. Not that it would stop her; Jo and her bright mind was one of her favorite things. 
Savannah shrugged, making herself busy as she rearranged some of the cookies yet again. “I don’t know; did you ask?” 
Shooting her sister a weird look, because there was just something in her tone – her eyes caught on someone in the crowd, and she gaped in surprise, a jolt of… something, something not quite so easily definable shooting through her at the sight of the older man, in his late sixties by now, at the booth across from them. 
It wasn’t easily definable, but it was very much the opposite of good. Anger mixed with resentment, twisted around with the sour taste of bad memories that easily slammed into the forefront of her mind. Even more so than they had with Mrs. Hibbard. Or maybe because she’d just been primed by Mrs. Hibbard.
“Savannah, please tell me that Deputy McCord isn’t the Chief of Police now,” she pointed in his direction. 
He wore his uniform even as he traversed the festival, so it was pretty unmistakable.
She guessed there were a few surprises in Faircombe.
Savannah grabbed her hand and pulled it down. “Can you stop pointing like a heathen? He is. Has been for eight years now.”
Taylor turned to face her, frowning tightly. “How in the hell did I not know about that?”
Savannah made a tsk sound. “Why would you know about it? It’s not like I’m going to waste our time talking about someone you hate. And he’s really mellowed in the last ten years.”
“Who does Auntie Taylor hate?” Jo’s voice reached them, as she walked up to the other side of the booth, Ben in tow.
“Chief McCord,” Savannah supplied.
Ben groaned. “Can you just let that go?”
No. The answer was immediate, but she tore her gaze off of the man, surprised at herself for the knee-jerk anger from decades ago. 
“I didn’t say I hated him! He hated me.” Taylor defended. Only to pause a beat before she admitted, “I just reacted accordingly.”
Ben sighed, while Savannah giggled, “Okay, just because he was the first arresting officer on your rather illustrious rap sheet, doesn’t mean he hated you.”
“Oh, he hated me,” Taylor murmured with certainty. She knew. 
“What’s a rap sheet?” Jo asked, as she hopped up and swiped a cookie in a move so smooth, it made a lighter feeling of pride break through the ugliness in Taylor’s stomach.
“A criminal record,” Savannah supplied, before she seemed to realize what she’d said, and shot their brother an apologetic look.
Which was appropriate, because he’d crossed his arms over his chest to give her a glare, tension radiating from his shoulders as he threw an exaggerated look at Jo. Taylor shook her head at him, but she knew the last thing he wanted to hear was her telling him that he couldn’t hide the real world from Jo forever. Something she’d very much picked up on in the last week. 
He arched an eyebrow at Taylor, clenching his teeth. “And it is not a good thing to have.”
Taylor winked at her niece, dropping her voice to a whisper, “Unless it’s for a good reason.”
Ben’s agitation multiplied in front of her eyes. “There is no good reason to get arrested.”
“Of course there is!” She turned to her brother, looking at him in disbelief. “Civil unrest. Protest. Fighting to be on the right side of history.”
Taylor held eye contact with her brother, waiting for him to disagree. At this point in their lives, this was old hat for them. A conversation born from a whole slew of emotions that ranged their complicated relationship.
“That is so cool.” Jo stared at her with something akin to amazement.
Taylor reached across the counter to fist bump with Jo. “Stick with me, Bug.”
“Yeah, all the way down to the station in a perp walk,” Ben muttered, shaking his head. “Seriously, Bug, do not listen to your Auntie Taylor.”
Jo rolled her eyes at him, utterly thirteen. “Dad, don’t call me Bug, anymore.” She heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Can I go hang out with my friends now?”
“Don’t leave the festival,” Ben told her, giving her a stern look.
Which made Jo sigh again. “It’s Faircombe,” she wrinkled her nose. “Where do you think I’m going to go?”
“True,” Taylor acknowledged. 
Jo grinned brightly at her before giving them a wave and disappearing.
Taylor’s heart twinged in sympathy for both her niece and her brother. After staying with them for only a week, it was very easy to get a sense of the tension between them. And see how it very closely mirrored the tension between herself and her dad, back then.
Past experience, however, informed her that Ben would not be receptive to hearing that. Not from her, anyway. 
“You call her Bug, and you’re the coolest person to walk the planet earth. I call her Bug and she wants to bite my head off,” he grumbled.
Giving him a small, joking smile, Taylor poked at his shoulder. “Maybe it’s all the tension here. You want to figure out something we can do to get arrested together? She might think you’re cool then.”
Ben narrowed his eyes, clearly unamused.
“Hey, that’s an idea! Not the getting arrested part, but – why don’t you two take a walk around together? Taylor, you just said you loved Fall Fest and it’s the first one you’ve been to since… when? You were eighteen?” Savannah proposed, her expression bright and hopeful.
The question sent a jolt through Taylor, as the memory of the last Fall Fest she’d seen shot through her. The night she’d left Faircombe. It left her blinking widely at the thought – something she hadn’t really had on her mind in a long time. 
Ben’s eyebrows drew down, as he slid his eyes back and forth between them. “Uh, sure. I guess, if you want?” He offered to her, tucking his hands awkwardly into his pockets, in a way that reminded her vividly of when he’d been far younger. 
A way he looked when he was younger and didn’t really feel all that comfortable saying no to their parents. 
She bit back a sigh, forcing her lips to tick into a small smile. “No, don’t worry about it.”
He shifted back and forth on his feet as Savannah sighed loudly behind both of them and wiped down the counter. 
“All right then. I mean, if you want to walk around, I can switch with you so Savannah isn’t shorthanded?” 
And that was how she found herself wandering around the Fall Festival by herself, feeling the slightest bit… well, anxious, that someone else was going to approach her. 
She could do this; she could be here for Savannah, and she wanted to be. She did. 
Honestly, it surprised her how much so. She never got enough time with Savannah, even if they did talk or video chat frequently, took trips whenever schedules allowed. Two nights ago, they’d sat on Savannah’s living room floor, leaning back against the soft cushions of her couch as they’d sipped on sparkling cider to substitute for the wine they normally shared on their hangouts. 
Savannah had thrown her head back and laughed, hiccuping as they remembered one of the many times she’d attempted to walk Taylor through a baking, having resulted in the kitchen of the suite Taylor had rented in Osaka being set aflame, while the parenting book Taylor had ordered, lay open near their feet. 
Her sister rested her head back against the couch and gave Taylor a look that spoke of total relaxation. “Sister nights are even better when they aren’t virtual.” 
And Taylor… could really only agree, as she nudged her sister’s knee with her own. “Build me a teleportation device. I’ll be here every single damn week.”
It was just that the back-to-back Mrs. Hibbard and Chief Ed McCord sightings… well, it was to be expected, sure. She knew that; she’d known it when she’d made the decision to come back. 
It hadn’t been expected for her to feel such a strong reaction. And, honestly, it upset her. Because she’d made peace with these feelings, with the issues of her youth, long ago. At least, she’d thought she had. She’d spent a lot of time in her travels soul-searching and finding a peace that had eluded her throughout her youth. 
And yet, here she was, in Faircombe and having her stomach tied in knots over the past. It was upsetting. 
So, she took the break. 
***
Once she’d grabbed a little breathing room, it gave her the chance to do one of her favorite things: observe a celebration from the outskirts. 
It was something she did whenever she attended any sort of celebration – Burning Man, Carnaval, La Tomatina, Songkran Water Festival, Boryeong Mud Festival which was arguably her favorite, though it was hard to really say. She threw herself into all of the events with abandon: eating and drinking whatever was available, partaking in as many activities as she could handle, taking videos and pictures to preserve the memories.
But first, she always spent a little time observing from the outside.
She sat cross-legged with her back against the big oak tree that was nestled just on the far west side of town square, near the turn off for the high school, munching on the popcorn she’d bought, taking it all in. It was wild, really, how she could clearly see the defined groups, the cliques that had existed when she was growing up. Even if she didn’t recognize every person in town anymore, the archetypes were all the same.
For a brief moment, she wished she had her camera; it made for a good down-home picture. The festival and the laughter in the downtown backdrop, with the sun just starting to set behind the brick buildings. It certainly wasn’t on the same scale as the celebrations she was used to seeing around the world, but it was… something.
If nothing else, Faircombe was photogenic. She’d be restless in an aesthetically pleasing area for the next few months, at the very least. 
Her momentary peace was interrupted by a very familiar sounding sigh. And at it, Taylor perked up.
She’d recognize Brooke’s sighs anywhere, even before Brooke came into her line of vision.
Her glorious hair was down, seeming to be undecided of just how wavy it was going to be today, while the sunset caught streaks of it and appeared more copper than usual. She was dressed in dark jeans and a long-sleeve button down top, sleeves rolled up her forearms. Not even a totally casual day, even at a festival.
That felt about right.
A smile played at her mouth as she sat up straighter, anticipation glancing through her. Because, honestly, Brooke was one of the only things about Faircombe that was always stupendously interesting.
“Kevin, this is a Saturday evening. It’s a town event. We can discuss this next week, since we have a meeting about it Friday,” she grit out and Taylor’s eyebrows lifted high on her forehead.
That was even more aggravation than when she spoke to Taylor in the worst of times.
Taylor stood and dusted herself off as she realized just who Brooke was talking to. Kevin Leland. She grimaced just seeing his face. He’d been her grade in school and while he’d always been popular – captain of the football team, prom king – he had also been one of the main assholes to her once she’d come out. Proof that being popular said nothing about who you were as a person. 
She did not need to say more about not getting along with him. Now he’d been the number one demographic of who she’d like to not interact with during this visit.
However.
“You need to listen –” He threw his hands in the air as he started on a rant that Taylor tuned out.
Mostly because she hated the way he leaned in to tower over Brooke. With Brooke’s height, it was easy to do so, and even though she stood her ground, not appearing intimidated in the least, Taylor wasn’t about to sit around.
“Brooke! There you are,” she called out as she sidled over.
She took pleasure in both of their startled looks, for different reasons. Kevin’s because – asshole. And Brooke’s because, god, she just loved that flushed shocked stare, before she grit her teeth.
“Taylor,” her name fell from Kevin’s mouth in the same obnoxious tone that it had back in high school, as he did nothing to disguise his glare toward her. “We’re having a discussion here.”
“I, actually, have been needing to have my own discussion with Brooke, and it really can’t wait.” She gave him an overly warm smile, solid iron underneath, lifting her eyebrows at him, as she reached out and hooked her arm around Brooke’s.
She could feel her lithe, firm muscle there, twitching under her arm and Taylor squeezed closer, without thinking. She could easily recall the smooth, warm skin over Brooke’s arms and the way they flexed when Brooke had fucked her.
Such a surprise.
An easy, pleasant warmth slid through her at the memory – tinged with an edge of disappointment in knowing it would definitely not be happening again.
She’d known even before Brooke had said it last week, in no uncertain terms, that San Diego was a total one-off. A good one-off, for sure. A shockingly great one-off. But still.
A muscle in Kevin’s jaw ticked as he stared hard at Brooke. “We’ll be talking about this again.”
“Can’t freaking wait,” Brooke muttered darkly at him, the tone enough to send a little shiver down Taylor’s spine.
“You know, you can be oddly intimidating when you want to be,” she murmured as Kevin stalked away. Before she deliberately squeezed Brooke’s arm again; that time, she just really wanted to feel the way Brooke’s firm muscle tensed against her, as she winked. “Unless your audience has seen you lose your lunch due to public speaking. Or seen you nake –”
Brooke jerked her arm out of Taylor’s before she whirled to face her, cheeks bright red. “Can you maybe not give Kevin a reason to think we’ve had sex? It’s the last thing I need right now.”
A bark of laughter escaped Taylor as she shook her head at Brooke, amusement flicking to life inside of her. “How in the world did I give Kevin the impression that we’ve slept together?”
“Touching me like that and you needing to have your own private discussion with me – we’re two of not a ton of lesbians in town; it doesn’t take much.” Brooke shot her a withering look as she took a deliberate step back from her.
Taylor rolled her eyes. “You know, you act really aggrieved, when you were the one who left me in an empty hotel room.” She pointed out, one side of her mouth still curled up in a grin, even as her feelings of mirth at the situation died down a little at the look in Brooke’s eyes. “If one of us has the right to be offended, it really should be me.” She pointed at herself, tilting her head to dare Brooke to disagree. 
Brooke’s mouth fell open, a pretty flush spreading over her cheeks as she hissed, “We agreed we were never talking about that.”
Those intense hazel eyes darted around as she looked for the nonexistent amount of people listening in. As if anyone could even hear them over the music blasting from multiple different points.
Taylor held up a finger and waggled it playfully. “No, you agreed that we weren’t going to do it again –”
“We agreed.” Brooke cut in, her jaw setting into the stubborn set that had always given Taylor such a little thrill.
It was always so simple to rile Brooke up, to get her to a place where those eyes sparked, and those feelings that were clearly always hidden just below the surface came bubbling up. It was a passion Taylor inherently just plain enjoyed.
“I mean, just for clarification’s sake,” she added, her voice light as she held Brooke’s gaze, holding her hands up defensively. “My agreement was implicit because you said it, and it only takes one person saying no for sex to not happen.”
She only realized that it sounded like she really actually wanted to sleep with Brooke again once the words were out of her mouth and she – well, she wouldn’t say she didn’t want to, but she definitely knew it wouldn’t help Brooke calm down to even joke about. 
“Anyway, you said we weren’t doing it again, not that we couldn’t ever reference that it even happened.” Taylor wrinkled her nose, ducking her head to hold Brooke’s gaze, searching those hazel eyes, as some of her playfulness slipped away into serious. “It happened, though. We,” she lowered her voice in deference to Brooke, “Had sex. Good sex. And regardless of it not happening again, I don’t like to pretend things didn’t happen. Everything that happened is a part of who we are.”
The unamused look Brooke shot her almost made her chuckle. It probably would have, if Brooke gave her the response Taylor expected from her, which was something along the lines of how much of a hippie Taylor sounded like. She enjoyed Brooke’s predictability like that.
But instead, Brooke crossed her arms defensively over her chest. “Do you have to keep reminding me about it?”
It was really only in that moment that Taylor could see how deeply this ate at Brooke. That the embarrassment over their night together wasn’t just about the fact that they’d had a one-night stand or any of the little things like that, but… that it was more personal.
The sharp cut of Brooke’s gaze on her with those fucking crazy intense eyes, told her that there was just something more than that.
Taylor tilted her head slowly, all amusement totally dying away as she asked, “Is it really that bad, for you? To have had a one night stand?” 
“No. It’s not about a one night stand, it’s about –” Brooke cut herself off, clenching her jaw tightly to cut off the rest of her words, shuffling on her feet. 
It was in the set of her shoulders, the way she cut her eyes toward Taylor and then around at the festival that it dawned on her. “It’s not about the sex; it’s that it was me?” 
Even as she said the words, a chill settled over her, hurt stinging in her chest. 
Brooke’s resounding silence confirmed them for her, and Taylor crossed her arms, surprised at how much that admission actually did sting, and unsure of how exactly to process that. 
“Oh.” 
If Brooke regretted their night together because it was not her norm, Taylor could get that. But she didn’t regret spending a night with Brooke at all. How could she? It was like she’d gotten to see a whole new side of someone she’d known for years, and had been surprised by what she’d seen.
Very, very pleasantly surprised. And Taylor loved surprises.
But the idea that Brooke was embarrassed about her, it was the opposite of a nice surprise. And she didn’t really know what to do with that. 
“I guess I didn’t think about that,” she murmured, reaching up and drawing a hand through her hair, before she blew out a breath. “I mean, I guess maybe I should have, right?” She attempted to joke, but couldn’t bring herself to really even smile with it. 
Ouch. 
“I…” Brooke broke off, huffing out an irritated breath as she grinded her teeth together, before she forced out the words, “Am not embarrassed, it’s…” 
Incredulity spread through Taylor and she shot Brooke a doubtful look. “Come on, just be honest, Brooke. We’ve always had that.” And, she told herself to soothe over those hurt feelings, if they could just talk and be honest about things, they could move on. That was the first step, always, to moving on from any negative situation. 
Brooke’s eyes narrowed, “I am being honest!” 
“Dear Taylor. Thank you for last night. The burritos, I mea–” She started her recitation of Brooke’s very endearing but without a doubt, born of embarrassment letter, but didn’t get far before Brooke slapped a hand over her mouth.
It muffled the yelp of surprise she let out as Brooke stood less than a foot away, that subtle warm, woodsy scent of her filtering closer than the smells of the festival foods.
She couldn’t help but grin slowly against Brooke’s warm palm over her lips, the wide-eyed embarrassed look on her face completely adorable and so very telling. Her lips felt warm and tingled at the touch, too, which was… new.
“Not embarrassed?” She whispered as Brooke realized what she’d done and took her hand back, pressing the palm tightly against her thigh.
Taylor rubbed her lips together. Interesting sensation. Very interesting.
“Why are you like this?” Brooke groaned and shot Taylor a glare, her sharp jaw clenching before she released a sigh and tossed her hands in the air. “I’m – I just don’t do those sorts of things. Personal life… things… that aren’t easy or that get messy. And I have more than enough on my plate here without the town gossips getting wind of us having sex. That’s why we were supposed to be strangers. If I knew you were going to be in town two weeks later, it wouldn’t have happened,” she nodded with the words, the finality in her tone resounding.
And it actually did soothe the slight sting Taylor had felt.
“This might be the first time someone in Faircombe didn’t take the opportunity to call me easy,” she quipped, her voice soft as she rolled Brooke’s words around in her mind.
Brooke stared at her for a beat before her lips ticked up into a reluctant smile and she rolled her eyes.  
“I’m not ashamed of…” Brooke’s eyes traveled down Taylor’s body and she felt her body respond easily to the look, even if it was quick before Brooke’s eyes darted back to her own. A hot feeling settled in the pit of her stomach – also unexpected, but Taylor wasn’t going to complain about it. Brooke cleared her throat. “But you being here makes it messy. And I have enough messy right now with everything else on my plate.” The stress dripped from her voice.  
“Brooke, I know you don’t want a repeat performance of San Diego. I understand that. We were in a totally new place for us and what happened that night was great, don’t get me wrong.” Really great. “But I didn’t come here to chase you down and ravish you in the middle of the Faircombe Fall Festival.”
Brooke blushed, the redness spreading over her chest and her neck in her telltale giveaway, looking around once again to make sure they were still alone.
“I can’t promise that I won’t make any comments to you. Because we both know who I am.” She added with a shameless smile, and a shrug; she wasn’t in the habit of making promises she couldn’t keep. “But I can swear that I will never give them something to gossip about.” Because, really, it was the last thing Taylor wanted, herself. 
Taylor offered her hand, anticipating whether or not Brooke would actually take it. “Here’s to you and I. Just two old friends. Or somethings, as you might say. Who might actually become friends?”
Brooke eyed her warily, before she reluctantly took her hand, her fingers sliding slowly across Taylor’s palm as if she questioned herself the entire way, before their palms settled together. And that tingling feeling returned. So interesting. Because Taylor was a toucher. She inherently just did touch people she was close to, easily and without second thought.
But she didn’t usually feel this immediate reaction from simple touches. She filed it away for later.
Taylor squeezed and didn’t let Brooke’s hand drop, though, holding firm but not tight as she arched an eyebrow and a grin slid over her face as the gotcha moment settled in. “So… you admit it: Faircombe’s gossip mill sucks.”
Brooke groaned but breathed out a laugh, one that seemed like she couldn’t help but let it out. “Fine. Yes. I don’t love the gossip mill. Are you happy?”
“Extremely,” she winked and gave Brooke’s hand a tug to get her walking alongside Taylor as they started moving through the Festival. “Now, you can walk me back to Savannah’s booth to ensure I don’t get lost in this massive crowd.”
Brooke shot her a dour look, “Yeah, because you can find your way around the world in cities you can’t speak a word of language in, but here? You just might get lost.”
But, Taylor noted with a feeling of victory, she didn’t stop walking alongside her, arms brushing every so often and giving Taylor that little zing.
“I’m glad you understand.” They walked in a companionable silence for a few moments, and she enjoyed the sounds of laughter and music from the games booths, before she slid her gaze to Brooke, the niggling thought on her mind. “So, what do you think?”
“About you getting lost and needing me to walk you back to the booth? I think it’s insane.” Brooke shot her a look. 
Taylor’s mouth slid into a grin as she thought and yet, you’re still walking with me. “I meant, that I’m here. You’re here. We have the same social circle –”
Brooke snorted in laughter, cutting her off. “Your brother and sister count as the same social circle?” 
“Well, what else would you call it?” She shot back, arching an eyebrow, a victorious smirk taking over when Brooke only narrowed her eyes. “Exactly. So. How about it? You said we weren’t friends because we didn’t know where each other was in the world. Well, now we know.” 
“I didn’t realize you’d thought about that,” Brooke muttered, shooting her a curious glance, before she pointed out. “And you always knew where I was.” 
Taylor blinked a few times, because, well, she hadn’t realized she had either. And she hadn’t, consciously, thought about it. But yeah, she supposed it did bother her. That Brooke didn’t think of her like that. As someone she could turn to, if the timing and the universes aligned for them to be in the same place. 
“I guess I have.” She tilted her head, gaze searching Brooke’s. “But I’m here, now. So, how about it?” 
Brooke heaved a sigh, drawing a hand through her hair, that little line appearing between her eyebrows as she thought. “Fine. Whatever. If it means that much to you.” 
Brightening, Taylor opened her mouth to answer before Brooke shot her arm out in front of her waist, both of them coming to a halt to avoid a collision with a kid, who zipped by them. 
He was shouting in excitement, holding up one of the stuffed animal prizes at his parents, as he ran. Taylor craned neck to see which booth, and when she did, a smile rooted in recognition took over.
A game where the player had to give two tickets in exchange for a toy slingshot and three rubber balls, and then they had to knock down a certain amount of bottles to win the prize.
Brooke had also turned to look, before she looked back at Taylor, an attractive defiance bright in her eyes. The mutinous heat in her voice didn’t disappoint. “That stupid game is rigged.”
Taylor giggled at the exact memory Brooke had channeled. “You’re still going to die on that hill?”
“It is!”
“I know you thought so. I remember the Fall Fest when you were what, nine?” She narrowed her eyes in thought before letting it go. “And you got so pissed and all… well, you were never someone who pouted when you didn’t get your way. But you were so determined to win and you got more and more stubborn about winning that game. No other game mattered.” She remembered because she’d been in charge of keeping an eye on Brooke and Ben that night, and Brooke spent every last dime of the money she’d had on her at that booth.
She remembered feeling both exasperated with that stubbornness and impressed.
“And I still didn’t win!” Brooke gestured wildly in the direction of the booth. “It was totally rigged; there was no way I couldn’t knock them down. I saved for weeks so I could buy enough tickets to win that game and get that stuffed monkey.”
“That’s because you don’t have the best aim in the world, not because it’s rigged.” Taylor corrected, still unable to keep a straight face, as they started walking again.
Brooke shot her a dark, incredulous look. “And you have the best aim in the world?”
Taylor flattened her lips in an attempt to flatten her smile. “I did once meet Pedro Martinez.”
“After I lost, you won! After only, like, a minute,” Brooke muttered, eyes narrowing at the thought, as if she were still incensed by the injustice of Taylor’s – perceived – victorious tussle with the slingshot game.
Taylor eyed Brooke, before slowing her gait and waiting for Brooke to do so as well before she leaned in. She lifted her hand without a second thought to softly slide Brooke’s hair out of the way, to whisper, “That’s because I gave the guy behind the counter all the money my dad gave me for tickets to pay him for the stuffed monkey.” 
She didn’t bother to attempt to hide her grin as she pulled back, the utter delight coursing through her as the thirty-year-long kept secret was revealed. Brooke’s eyebrows scrunched up taking in the words, and her mouth fell open in surprise. Then that scowling line appeared. Exactly as expected. 
“It always drove me fucking insane that you were able to win so easily after I tried for so long!”
Taylor’s laugh bubbled out of her as she gave Brooke a warm look; as if younger Brooke had been hard to read. “I know.”
“Then why’d you say that you won?!” The outrage was present in Brooke’s tone.
“I didn’t; you assumed I won the game and I thought it was so cute and funny when you got all huffy.” Taylor explained as she tracked her gaze over Brooke’s face, taking in the fiery look in her eyes. “Little you was downright adorable when you got all huffy like that.”
It wasn’t so different than adult Brooke looking all full of indignation, either. But Taylor held that comment back.
“You knew I thought it, though,” Brooke muttered darkly. 
“I did,” she had no problem admitting. 
“Well. Thanks.” Brooke huffed out a breath after a long beat. “For spending your money for the festival on me.” She eyed Taylor curiously as they walked. “You didn’t have to do that.”
“I know. And you thanked me then, too.” She reminded her, and – it was so strange, this moment of nostalgia. Taylor didn’t often feel nostalgic. Definitely not over random Faircombe events.  
She went with it, anyway.
She remembered it clearly, even though it had been decades ago. The stilted way nine-year-old Brooke had kicked her shoe at the dirt and thanked her. As if she couldn’t decide if she was more shy over Taylor gifting her the stuffed animal or more annoyed that Taylor “won” the game. Likely an even mix of both.
“You were generally very well-mannered, even when annoyed.” She allowed. “Even if I could tell you didn’t want to be. So maybe that ruins the whole point of being well-mannered…” she mused, before shrugging.
“Fine, now I’m thanking you without being annoyed.”
“You sure about that?” She teased.
Brooke just shook her head, blowing out a breath through pursed lips, her forehead still crinkled in thought, as if she were still taking in the mystery of the stuffed monkey debacle.         
They only walked a few more steps before Brooke cleared her throat and asked, “So… how’s your list going?”
Taylor’s mind had still been on past Faircombe Fall Festivals, and she blinked slowly as she took in the question. “My list?”
“Your list,” Brooke repeated, “Of the Gems of the American South.” She tilted her head in a hellooo? sort of way, as if she weren’t being the confusing one here. “You said that’s why you were here.” Suspicion laced her words as she stared up at Taylor.
Taylor barely was able to stop herself from slapping her hand to her forehead at the reminder. Because – holy shit, she didn’t even remember that.
She hadn’t known what the hell to say at dinner when asked about why she’d be staying in Faircombe. But Savannah was anxious and didn’t want people to know, so… she’d just gone with the first thing on her mind. Really, she should thank Marjorie Lyle for the inspiration. Taylor had found her card, as well as two others she’d been given at the conference, still tucked into her bag when she’d flown into Faircombe. Those towns had been on her mind, thankfully, leading her to having an answer.
“Right! My list,” she repeated, letting the word fall from her lips slowly, tasting it as she pondered.
The list. A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she thought about it; it would be hard to feel restless when working on a project. Besides, it had been a while since she’d done a feature set in the U.S. – and even longer since she’d done anything in the South.
Yeah. This could actually be something really good.
Her mind immediately shifted into the place it went for her projects; she pictured a map to reference, but honestly, her experiences in traveling through the American South were almost shamefully limited to her youth.
She –
“So?” Brooke prompted.
“It’s – I actually have a lot more to do for it,” she skirted the truth. Well, it was the truth. As in, all of the work. But she could start by checking out the places she had from the conference.
Brooke’s eyes narrowed at her and she couldn’t quite read everything in that look. But some of that suspicion that she didn’t quite totally understand was mixed with an annoyance. An annoyance that was explained when Brooke dubiously asked, “You came all the way here for a project you haven’t even planned out?”
That incredible intensity that those eyes held, Taylor thought, as she stared back. She loved this look.
It was entirely too easy to think of how much impossibly more intense Brooke had stared at her the night in San Diego. Taylor let herself fall into that thought for a few seconds because… why shouldn’t she?
“What’s with that look?” Brooke asked, the edge in her voice moments ago faded into confusion.
Taylor broke the stare, well aware she’d just been enjoying the moment and knowing Brooke had seen it. “No look being given here, you must be mistaken.”
Because she was one hundred percent certain that if she told Brooke that the way she looked at Taylor when she was kind of exasperated, bordering on irritation reminded Taylor somewhat of the way Brooke looked at her while she’d fucked her, Brooke might actually explode.
The thought only made her grin wider, as Savannah’s booth with a large, plastic cookie sculpture on top came into view.
Brooke crossed her arms over her ample chest as she heaved a sigh, and Taylor only let her gaze linger for a few seconds. Commendable, really. Because… god, Brooke had a glorious chest.
“Brooke, I hate to break it to you. But I don’t think this town is big enough for the both of us. You know, we’re at the first town event since I’m back and where do we end up…?” She looked slowly, deliberately between them.
Because the thing was, she really was glad she’d run into Brooke tonight. She knew Brooke was one of the only parts of Faircombe that never fell into monotony, and this only confirmed it.
But she was also right. Avoidance was difficult in Faircombe, and by the look on Brooke’s face, she knew Taylor was right.
“You really are so…” Brooke trailed off, shaking her head as she narrowed her eyes in contemplation.
“Charming? Funny? Irresistible?” She supplied, amused.
“I’m not going to finish my sentence out of deference to the fact that children are running around,” Brooke retorted, her voice dry.
It was only when Savannah called out, “Hey, you found Brooke!” that Taylor realized they’d actually arrived back at the booth.
Savannah was grinning widely at them, while Ben regarded them with a look of confusion. “When did you two start hanging out?”
“Don’t worry, Brooke already knows how much cooler than you I am, and she has still chosen to be your friend,” she joked, catching her brother’s eye roll as he took off the apron he’d donned behind the counter.  
“Don’t you look like a twin set of Betty Crockers back there,” Brooke shot to Ben, giving both him and Savannah a wide smile.
It was a different one from the one Taylor usually got. Easier, she thought, there were no undertones that lived beneath the surface of it. Uncomplicated.
“Ha-ha,” Ben mock-laughed, actual laughter brightening his gaze. “You want to go grab our annual Fall Fest dinner?”
Which meant hotdogs, Taylor knew.
“I’m going to pretend you didn’t act like that was a question.” Brooke retorted.
“Thank you for my safe escort through a rough area.” Taylor winked at Brooke, squeezing her arm in goodbye as she and Ben were about to swap places.  
Brooke’s eyes rolled as she reached forward and accepted the cookie Savannah handed her. “Yeah, your life was really on the line.”
“Don’t I know it. Good thing I know you’re always around, guarding these mean streets during your day job.” She batted her eyelashes. “I guess I’ll be seeing you around after all.”
“Why don’t you just focus on your own job?” Brooke’s eyes narrowed but her tone only had the barest bite to it. Just enough to make Taylor smile.
“Don’t worry about that; it’ll be elementary, my dear Watson.”
Brooke narrowed her eyes in a look as she turned to walk away, but Taylor caught how her lips quirked up in the smile that she definitely didn’t want Taylor to see.
It wasn’t the easy, wide, uncomplicated smile Ben and Savannah got, no. However, there was something about the smile she got – where Brooke didn’t want to smile but just couldn’t stop herself from letting it take over, full of a multitude of undertones – that Taylor preferred. 



Chapter Seven
 
Not to be rude, but if this goes on for much longer, I’m going to go INSANE.
Marisa MacDonald, Brooke’s assistant, slid her notebook a few inches over for Brooke to see the note she’d written under the actual notes she’d taken at the city council meeting.
And before you comment on the fact that I should be more professional because it’s work hours – it’s officially after five!
She snorted quietly at the addendum, because she was going to say that. Even if there was no bite behind it. Marisa had been her assistant for seven years, moving with Brooke from when she’d been the Chief Financial Officer of Faircombe over with her when she’d become City Manager.
She was ten years Brooke’s junior, and had come into her interview at twenty-three with her eyes steely and determined as she’d made a case for herself. She’d walked right into Brooke’s office one afternoon, after her previous assistant had initially taken Marisa out of the running to be her replacement for not having had a high school diploma, let alone a college degree, and sat in the chair opposite her desk, back ramrod straight.
“All right, I know I don’t have a degree. But I had my son when I was sixteen and my mama kicked me out. I’ve been working two jobs ever since and worked my way up into assistant manager at both of them. I got my own apartment, my own car, I just started night classes to get my diploma, and I’m raising my boy all on my own without being late a single day. If you think I’ve done all of this without being the most organized person you’ve seen for this position, then with all due respect, Ms. Watson, you’re wrong. I know you have a reputation for being a stickler for the rules. But if you take a chance with me, I promise it won’t feel like taking a chance because you’ll never find a better assistant.”
Brooke wasn’t a softie by any definition of the word. She wasn’t.
But the fire in her words, coupled with the desperately-trying-to-be-hidden vulnerability hidden under them got to her. She’d hired Marisa on a month trial basis, and by the end of the first week, she knew she’d struck gold.
And the thing was, if this meeting continued to go on for much longer, Brooke was also going to go insane.
Her temples were pounding and her shoulders ached with the tension she’d been holding in them. This meeting convened just after lunch, almost four hours ago. A lunch Brooke hadn’t even been able to eat, because she’d been too busy getting ready for the meeting.
It had gone fine in the beginning, discussing their overall docket for the final quarter of the year. Until an hour ago, when she’d had to open the discussion of what to do with the southeast lot, and had given the review of the proposals.
Then, just as she’d predicted, all hell broke loose with the bickering. And the most annoying thing about her employment being determined by council vote? She constantly had to do her best to appease as many as she could.
Brooke heaved a sigh, pounding her palm on the table. Three times, before it was quiet enough for her to grit out, “Enough.”
Finally, all seven sets of eyes turned to her, all in various states of agitation.
“You’ve had more than the allotted meeting time to review and debate the potential decisions for the southeast lot. And while it’s not yet build-ready, you will have to make the final choice right at the beginning of the new year. This gives us less than three months to really think this over to decide what’s best for Faircombe, before you’ll cast your final votes.” She arched her eyebrows at everyone, trying to make sure that was the sentiment they took from this.
Everyone but Kevin Leland, that was. Because she knew it would be fruitless.
“What is it that you think we should do, Brooke?” Maisy Peterson asked from the other side of the large conference table.
“She doesn’t even get a vote, so what does it matter?” Kevin’s mutinous gaze held her own.
Brooke set her jaw and breathed through the irritation, even though it was still clear and present in her veins and in her voice. “Seeing as though it’s my job to advise you, I guess that’s why it matters.” She cleared her throat before he said anything back, looking down at the proposals in front of her. “I think the proposal we’ve gotten that could have the biggest positive impact on our town is Minten University.”
Anticipating Kevin’s outburst, she powered on before he could. “Minten is one of the biggest schools in our area, as well as one of the top ranked public colleges in the South. Working with them to build a satellite campus here in Faircombe will boost our tourism by thousands every year, it’ll help us continue our predicted growth with young professionals, and they’re willing to work in conjunction with Faircombe High to set up financial packages for our students who otherwise wouldn’t be able to afford to attend if they get in.”
She tapped her fingers against the proposal in question. “They have intentions of building six academic buildings, and an outdoor recreation area that locals can access. With the amount of land they’ve requested to build on, it’ll leave us with just enough to continue our potential plans for the affordable housing grant from the state, to assist the people who are still struggling after their homes were condemned.”
No, Brooke didn’t get a vote. But this mattered to her, and she made eye contact with everyone again, taking stock of just where they were likely to land.
Kevin, who was glowering from his seat, got a vote just because of his status as mayor. She obviously knew where his vote was going. And she knew from the last hour that Paulette Tyson and Bill Halston were – coming as no surprise – going to vote for that damn mall and condo development, right with Kevin.
Maisy was nodding in exuberance at her, as was Anna-Lynne McCord, was also no big surprise, and she let her lips tick into a small smile at them. Ray Finnigan was a tough one to call, but she also knew he had two kids college-bound,and his face was set in contemplation.
Dominic Gibbons was the biggest toss-up: he wasn’t one of Kevin’s crowd, but he also wasn’t the biggest fan of Brooke’s, in terms of her capitalization on the progression of this town. He was the only member of the council over sixty, and had been a hard sell to convince over the years that Faircombe needed to embrace some change. And his face gave nothing away.
She shook her head. “Why don’t we call this meeting to a close? It’s a Friday, and we don’t have to vote now. Let’s all get our heads on right and focus on the food drive next Saturday.”
As the councilmembers started to file out, Marisa shot her a thankful look, speaking quietly as she started to pack up her bag, “Thank the lord you managed to quiet them down. I think next meeting, I’m gonna break into Ben’s clinic and steal some Ativan, so I can slip it into all of their water glasses.”
Brooke snorted as she packed up the files with the proposals. “As long as you do it when I’m not in the room so I can have plausible deniability, I wouldn’t argue with you.”
Marisa laughed. “I guess it’s a plan, then. I’m going to head home instead of the office; I’ll type up the notes and get them to you tonight, because I know you’ll want to review them this weekend. But I have to make Jayson dinner before the game tonight, if you don’t mind.”
Brooke waved her hand. “Tell Jayson I said good luck.”
Jayson had just turned fourteen and had made it onto the varsity football team, which was pretty remarkable, Brooke knew, even if she didn’t particularly like football. But Faircombe High’s team was pretty good; you could find just about half the town down at the field on any given Friday night during the season.
Marisa grinned brightly and hopped up, following one of the final councilors out the door.
And it was in that moment that Brooke realized that left her alone with Kevin. She narrowed her eyes at him, realizing a moment later that this was exactly what he’d wanted.
He stood up, pressing his palms into the table as he leaned over her, and Brooke clenched her jaw at his intimidation tactic. Typical.
She refused to move, and only angled her head up at him. “Can I help you?”
People like Kevin in Faircombe had always looked down on Brooke, on her family. She’d worked hard and earned a lot of respect along the way in the last seventeen years after earning her graduate degree and starting her work in the financial office. But the Leland family was almost as old as the Vandenberg’s in this city, and a whole hell of a lot different, in the worst ways possible.
“Listen here, missy –”
“Missy?” She cut in, a flash of anger cutting through her.
“What the hell have you got against progress? That mall is what this town needs.” Kevin jabbed his finger into the table, the vein in his forehead popping.
Brooke crossed her arms and made a show of calmly leaning back in her chair. “That mall will put half of the shops in Faircombe into financial distress, if not shut them down completely. Do you know how remarkable it is that we’ve managed to keep this town not just getting by, but thriving with our small businesses?”
Of course he knew. He just didn’t care.
Kevin slammed his palm onto the table. “Faircombe is being held back in time because of this bureaucratic bullshit and the way the old man ran things for so long. That mall will be a jumpstart into the twenty-first century and a draw to the town that we need!”
Brooke surged to her feet, at the mention of the old man. “Ben Sr. was an incredible mayor and there’s a reason he held that office for so long.” She narrowed her eyes, leaning over the table herself. “And if by being held back in time, you mean saving the businesses and families that have kept this town going since before we were born, then, I guess so. We have a better rating for small business success in this city because we haven’t commercialized.”
He only glowered, before sucking his teeth. “And what do you have to say about being against the condos? You’re always talking about how we need housing and all of the sudden, you don’t like it? This is a state of the art condominium complex!”
“And it just so happens to be that you’re in business with Nick Mitchell, who happens to be the developer, huh? That’s a damn fine coincidence.” Before he could say anything, she shook her head and held up a hand. “You want to build condos that are going to cost an arm and a leg to live in. The people here who are in need of better housing won’t be able to afford living in them!”
The vein in the middle of Kevin’s forehead visibly throbbed. “That development is going to be put in. You can put it off until next year to determine the vote, but guess what? I only need one more vote my way.”
“And I only need one in my favor. What’s your point?”  
“My point is that you think you’re all high and mighty now, Watson, thinking you can call all of the shots. But I still remember that underneath it all, you’re trailer trash.”
Brooke bit the inside of her cheek so hard she worried there might be blood. Faircombe didn’t have an actual trailer park, but the decaying homes that had taken up most of the southeast side of town before the majority of them had been condemned and knocked down to make this very lot, were colloquially known as the trailer park.
And it wasn’t so off-base. Growing up, Brooke’s house had been falling apart and utterly dilapidated; there wasn’t a single square inch of that home that hadn’t been in desperate need of refurbishing. The broken steps that led to the front door were a hazard right off the bat, the carpets were stained, the paint chipped, and the smell of cigarettes was rooted so deeply into the walls, Brooke was pretty sure that the empty lot where the house used to be still had a smell.
Her dad had rarely been around long enough at any given point in time to take up any sort of pet project before he’d leave again for god only knew where, and her mom wasn’t generally sober long enough to care.
Rage bottled up inside of her and she reached for her files, forcing herself to calmly stack the files as much as she wanted to just shove them in her bag, trying to hide how hard her hands were shaking.
“And I still remember that you’ve always been a rich asshole, and yet, here we are. On equal ground, ending up in the same place,” she managed to temper the fire that surged through her, not wanting Kevin to know just how direct his hit had landed.
“For now. But your contract is up in six months.” Kevin sneered as he rapped his knuckles against the table. “You can bet your ass if I can get Ray or Gibbons to land on my side in this, I can get them to land on my side in replacing you as city manager when the time comes.”
“And I’d love to see how long you stay in office after you effectively fuck over half the town,” she shot back coolly, slinging her bag over her shoulder as she headed for the door.
***
That cool snapped the second she walked into Thistle Drive.
Slamming the door closed behind her, she stormed into the foyer, heading straight for the kitchen, where she could smell dinner cooking. Blood still boiling, she tossed her bag onto a chair in the living room as she passed by, ranting as she made her way down the hall.
“I hope that dinner tastes as good as it smells and that you made enough for me. I’m starving and I have a headache that’s driving me to an early grave. If Kevin fucking Leland doesn’t drive me there, first.” She glared at the mental image of the man. “If I could murder him with my own bare hands and get away with it, I would do it in a heartbeat. And I’d happily take down Nick Mitchell while I’m at it. Like I don’t know that’s who Kevin is going to propose to be my replacem–”
Her rant was cut short, the anger hijacked momentarily with surprise as she turned into the kitchen. And she wanted to slap herself on the forehead when she was faced with not Ben at all, but Taylor.
Hair thrown into a ponytail, donning an old sweatshirt that was big enough to almost hang off of one smooth shoulder, a small tear in the neck, she sat at the kitchen table, staring up at Brooke with wide eyes and an expectant smile as she twirled a pen between long, capable fingers.
“You’re not Ben,” she accused, narrowing her eyes as she stated the obvious.
“You know, I’ve always said that your powers of observation would take you very far.” Taylor chuckled as she snapped her fingers in mock-disappointment. “But, what gave me away? Was it the breadth of my shoulders? My superior looks? I should mark this down for future disguise.”
“It was your bad jokes, actually.” She shot back. Cut off at the knees, she awkwardly crossed her arms and leaned back into the wooden countertop. The spacious kitchen felt… smaller than normal. “Where is Ben?” She frowned. “It’s a Friday afternoon; the clinic has half-days on Fridays.”
Taylor nodded in acknowledgement. “The third weekend of the month, so he’s dropping Jo –”
“Off at Teresa’s,” she finished, feeling like an idiot. She’d known that. She’d just been so – ugh at Kevin, she hadn’t thought clearly. All she’d wanted to do was get the hell out of City Hall and also not have to walk all the way home and be accosted by a handful of people who would inevitably want to chit-chat. She just was in no mood.
I still remember that underneath it all, you’re trailer trash, Kevin’s words rang through her ears, and it burned inside of Brooke that sometimes she still felt that kernel of insecurity, like she was still that kid who wore clothes from the clothing drives, that reeked like cigarette smoke after being kept in her house. Who used to get teased at school, by people just like Kevin.
“Sorry. For marching in here,” she bit out as the fury resurged in the pit of her stomach.
“Don’t be,” Taylor waved her off, before she squared her shoulders and exaggeratedly pulled her face into a frown, before she spoke again, deepening her voice in an attempt to sound like a male register. “I’m Ben. You found just who you were looking for when you came in here madder than a wet hen. What would I do for you in this situation?”
She sounded so utterly ridiculous, Brooke couldn’t help but let out a peal of laughter, breaking through her anger. “What the hell was that?”
“It was my Ben impression, clearly.” Taylor shot her a duh look.
Brooke lifted her eyebrows incredulously, before she shook her head. “Well. Ben usually tries to distract me and calm me down from ranting about Kevin because,” she glared before she huffed out the words in her own Ben impression, “You can hate him all you want, Brooke, but you’re going to have to work with him anyway. So, let’s focus on the bright side.”
Taylor wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Oh. Well, in that case, let’s pretend I’m not Ben, anymore.”
“It’ll be really difficult, with your world class performance,” she arched her eyebrows at Taylor, who flashed a smile.
Taylor placed her palms on the kitchen table where she still sat, nodding at herself as she tilted her head at Brooke. “Well, unlike Ben, I think it can be good for you to air your feelings out. How about you give me your best Two Minute Tirade?”
“My what?”
“Two Minute Tirade,” Taylor repeated. “You take two minutes straight to vent whatever you want and get it off your chest. That way, you aren’t stewing in your feelings and having a downward spiral, but you also aren’t bottling them up.”
She opened her mouth to tell Taylor that she wasn’t going to do that –
Except Taylor glimpsed at the clock and hurriedly hit her palms against the table in a drum roll as soon as she did. “Your time is starting… now: go, go, go.”
“I swear to god, I can’t believe Kevin Leland was the person who replaced your dad as mayor; almost every meeting I have with him, I wonder what the hell were people thinking?” She couldn’t help herself, the words flying out as Taylor egged her on. “He doesn’t give a damn about what’s best for everyone here; he only gives a crap about what’s best for him and the other people like him.”
She pushed herself off from the counter, feeling too wired to just sit still. “And that’s how he even got elected. Because he had the whole crowd of northside elitists voting for him. And yeah, they only make up twelve percent of the city, but with that sort of money, he was able to spend a crazy amount to campaign to everyone else and make people think he was going to do something for them.”
She whirled around as she hit the far side of the room, drawing her hands through her hair in agitation. “He wants me gone so bad, because: newsflash for anyone who didn’t know – Kevin’s an idiot who did no research, and had no freaking idea that Faircombe has a council-manager government, not a council-mayor form. He thought the second he walked into office, he was going to get to start calling shots in this town, but the mayor here is basically just a figurehead with a council vote. Ben Sr. got stuff done because people liked him and he worked with everyone.”
Brooke clenched her jaw. “He wants me gone? Well, he can try his damn best, but Faircombe is my city. And I’m not going to let them knock down an entire neighborhood and put in a mall and condos to allow for more gentrification, when we could use that land for something really good. Over my dead body. Damn it, I do a good job.” The passion burned in her throat. “I do a great job; I do everything I can. And I’m not going to lose my job without a fight. I don’t care how many times he calls me trailer trash.”
“And, time!” Taylor announced just as she finished her statement, and Brooke startled to realize she was standing right next to he, back at the table, and Taylor was now standing. Startlingly close. 
Brooke blinked up at Taylor for a few long seconds, as Taylor looked down at her with a small smile tinged with what Brooke thought was sympathy and… something else, her dark eyes gleaming.
They only stood here, in this proximity, for a few heartbeats, before Taylor easily maneuvered behind Brooke and slid her hands up to Brooke’s shoulders. The touch shouldn’t have surprised her, but it did. And within seconds, firm, knowledgeable hands were digging into Brooke’s shoulders. 
“What are you – oh,” she breathed out, eyes falling closed against her own volition, a sigh breaking from her lips involuntarily. 
Taylor… god, she had magical hands. She really, truly did. Brooke wasn’t surprised by this fact, in the least. Because she’d felt their other erm, magic, a few weeks ago. But those hands rubbed and slid and dug into her back, neck, and shoulders, and tingles spread everywhere with them. 
She whimpered, then bit her bottom lip hard to stop herself. Fuck. It felt too good. 
“You feel better?” Taylor’s voice was husky and soft, whispering past Brooke’s ear, and the feeling of that warm breath collected in Brooke’s core. 
It was so heady and so enticing that Brooke’s eyes snapped open. Taylor was a fucking temptress even without trying and Brooke would not be tempted. She straightened up and stepped away from Taylor’s hands, whirling around as she put a few feet of space between them. 
She had to take in a few deep breaths, before she realized that the rage that had simmered inside of her actually had cooled down. Like it had been purged, and she wasn’t sure if it was the rant or the massage or just Taylor, or a combination of it all, but, “Yeah, actually.”
Taylor reached out and touched her wrist, giving her a light squeeze. “Good.” Her expression darkened. “Did he really call you trailer trash?”
Brooke’s jaw tightened as she scowled. “You find it surprising?”
“No. I just can’t believe how little people change, sometimes. Fucking asshole.” There was a hard edge to Taylor’s voice that startled Brooke; something she was so not used to hearing from the woman who took things so lightly most of the time. She… didn’t hate it. “I got suspended from school for fighting with him, back in the day.”
Brooke scrunched her eyebrows up in thought. “I remember,” she drew out, the memory vague, but present. Taylor got in trouble a pretty decent amount of times, though. And it had often vexed her that Taylor seemed to go seeking trouble out, sometimes. Not with Kevin, though; Kevin was always the instigator. “Didn’t he call you a dyke over the intercom?”
Taylor’s eyes rolled, hard. “Yeah, he did. Our junior year. That was the first time I got suspended for fighting with him.”
Brooke tilted her head, studying Taylor. 
She had to give her credit: Taylor had strength most people could only dream of finding as an adult, even as a teenager. Even though Brooke had clearly – she studied the sharp line of Taylor’s jaw – known she was gay back in high school, she didn’t tell anyone, not even Ben. Not until college, and even then, it had been a quiet affair. She’d just wanted to keep her head down and get through those awkward years without drawing any attention to herself.
And Taylor’s insistence on drawing that attention to herself had driven Brooke crazy.
But now, as she stared at Taylor, who looked like she was lost in thought, she had the weirdest sense of admiration for her.
Weird, because she’d definitely never let herself really delve into her thoughts on Taylor. Not in a long time, and never too deeply, anyway. 
Shaking her head, she pushed the thought away. 
“But in senior year – you and Ben were freshmen, and he was talking crap about Ben, about you, saying…” Taylor’s dark eyes narrowed, “Dumb shit. And I tripped him as he walked by me, and he went headfirst into my open locker.”
Brooke’s mouth fell open, a laugh falling from her lips, sheer delight working through her at the mental image. The courage of her convictions, even as a teenager, Brooke thought again. “I wish you had that on video.”
“Well, if only camera phones were a thing in the nineties,” Taylor drawled, before she stroked her thumb over Brooke’s pulse.
She hadn’t even realized Taylor’s hand was still wrapped around her wrist and she pulled away sharply as the touch made her pulse quicken. 
It was too easy to fall into a – a comfort, here, she realized in that moment. The Vandenberg house provided Brooke with a sense of peace, as it always had. Taylor’s ranting… thing… made her feel heard. Her touch too easily evoked a deep, deep pleasure. Picturing Taylor kicking Kevin’s ass even if it had happened over twenty years ago made Brooke feel, understandably and reasonably, pleased. 
Brooke cleared her throat. “I guess I’ll… go.” She should. She knew that. Ben wasn’t here, and their annual typical Friday Night plans for trivia didn’t start for hours. So. She should go.
“Orrrr, you could stay,” Taylor wiggled her eyebrows. “I made massaman curry for dinner,” she gestured to the stove, lilting her voice like she was singing. “Well, it will be for dinner. It should simmer a bit more.”
“You made a pot of curry for yourself?”
“For myself and Savannah; she’ll be coming over in a bit. She’s just doing some… stuff,” Taylor pointedly turned and walked to the stove to stir, and – it was just off. Disjointed in a way Taylor typically wasn’t.
She was like that, though, she’d noticed in the last couple of weeks. Taylor had been in town for almost three weeks now, and while Brooke may have spent her time diligently not being around Taylor as much as she possibly could without it looking weird on her part, there were things she couldn’t help but notice at the last few Sunday dinners.
And, fine, she couldn’t help but notice Taylor during Sunday dinners. Not when Taylor always sat next to her and always turned to look at her, head in her hand with brown eyes warm and inviting. Not to mention the way she always dropped her hand to Brooke’s thigh.
But she noticed these little moments, little off moments. The little looks exchanged between Taylor and Savannah, too. A lot of them.
And, yeah, Brooke should leave. But also, she couldn’t just leave when she had to know. 
“What’s going on with you? Or her?” She challenged, staring at Taylor’s profile and resolutely not on her legs. That Brooke hadn’t realized were essentially showcased in a pair of fraying jean shorts that didn’t even hit mid-thigh. So short, in fact, that her sweatshirt almost completely covered them and made it appear as though she weren’t wearing any shorts. Regardless, there were miles of long, tan legs on display.
And she was not giving in to her baser instincts and staring at them. No. Instead, she latched onto her suspicion.
“Nothing,” Taylor answered swiftly. “She’s just busy.”
“Hmm,” Brooke narrowed her eyes and stared hard at the side of Taylor’s face.
Taylor was a crappy liar, she already knew that, but her face didn’t reveal anything else.
No, instead, Taylor was staring down into the simmering pot, biting at her bottom lip, eyebrows drawn down before she turned to face Brooke, an excited gleam in her eye. A gleam that made Brooke back up a step as soon as it landed on her, her stomach clenching with it. 
“Actually, now that I have you here, can I pick your brain?” Taylor’s already always-raspy voice dipped, mirroring that excited look. 
Brooke shook her head, swallowing hard. “Huh? Stop trying to change the subject.”
“I’m not!” Taylor pointed the spoon she’d been using to stir at her, before she chuckled, an impossibly light sound as she shrugged and winked. “I’m not trying; I am changing it. But it’s also legitimate. Something I actually could use your very specific help with.”
She hated that she was intrigued. “About… what?”
For a moment, she thought about their night in San Diego, and wondered if Taylor was going to change the subject with some comment about sex. About how she could use Brooke’s help with –
Her heart sped up, heat moving up her chest and neck in a blush, as she cleared her throat and shifted back again, her thighs brushing against the kitchen table. Taylor hadn’t made any actual sexual advances, not since she’d asked Brooke to come up to her room that first night, anyway.
Brooke’s gaze flickered to the stairs. But she wouldn’t necessarily put it past Taylor.
Taylor grinned at her, as if she knew she’d captured Brooke’s attention. As if she knew where Brooke’s mind had gone.
The thought immediately made her scowl, crossing her arms as she cocked a hip against the table. She couldn’t back up from Taylor any more even if she tried. Not that she had to, since Taylor was across the room. But still. 
Taylor placed the spoon down. “You see, I’ve had this problem.” She tilted her head in thought as she pushed away from the counter. “Well, maybe not a problem, per-se.”
She sauntered closer to Brooke, a speculative look in those dark eyes, and Brooke’s stomach leapt with it even as she narrowed her eyes in suspicious annoyance. She wasn’t going to be distracted by – by this.
“It’s something I could definitely take care of myself,” Taylor murmured, low voice washing over Brooke, as she walked closer. Close enough that Brooke could catch that scent of summertime. Like clothing that had been freshly washed and then dried out in the sun, that’s what it was. Fresh and clean and bright and… sunny.
“But I think you’d actually be a bit more helpful.”
She could hear so easily – alarmingly and distressingly easily – the unrestrained whimpers that had left Taylor’s throat that night in San Diego echoing in her ears. And she let out a shaky breath before she straightened her spine, pressing harder against the table as Taylor drew to a stop right in front of her.
Brooke’s heart pounded in her chest, and she opened her mouth to tell Taylor to cut it out. Or, something to that effect. 
Before Taylor reached around her and plucked a paper up from the table. “I’m hammering out the potential cities for my list, and I was thinking – you know what would be really useful right about now? A professional consult regarding small southern cities.”
Her breath left her in a whoosh, shoulders untensing slightly with relief. And – stupidly, ridiculously, annoyingly – the smallest kernel of disappointment. Ugh. Then she realized that when she slumped just so, Taylor’s warm breath blew over her cheek, and she straightened back up immediately.
“You – want me to look at your list?” She hated that she had to clear her throat, realizing her voice was scratchy.
It was confusing and just made no sense. It was this ridiculous physical attraction that simply was designed in her DNA; it was beyond her rational control. 
“What else would you think I was talking about?” Taylor’s tone dipped, and she dangled the paper from her fingers, as a slow smirk slid over her face.
Brooke huffed out a breath, because of course that had been on purpose, as she rolled her eyes and brought her hands up to Taylor’s shoulders to back her up a step. And she absolutely did not let her touch linger. 
“What do you need?” She snatched the paper, and slid out from between Taylor and the table.
And she could breathe again.
Taylor shifted closer to the table and rearranged some of the papers there, and it was only then that Brooke realized Taylor had been working on something in here before she’d interrupted. Her laptop was open, as well as an actual paper map of the states, amongst a few other papers with Taylor’s elegantly scrawled writing.
“Well, I realized I have to actually buckle down and get going on my list. But I wanted to take the time and spread out with my thoughts, which I’d prefer to do down here, so I figured I’d take advantage of Ben being out for the evening.”
Her tone completely shifted, out of playful and teasing, no flirtatious sounding dips, as she dropped herself back into the chair and gestured for Brooke to take the seat next to hers. And, she damned herself, because she was too curious not to.
“It’s been a while since I’ve done one of these lists; the last time I did, it was about Well-Kept Secrets of the Northeast, and that was eleven years ago. And I focused on specific locations; parks, inns, restaurants. For this list, it’s going to focus more on small cities or towns as a whole.” Taylor gestured to the map she had out, where Brooke could see small tabs variously stuck on different areas.
Taylor leaned over the map, reaching out and sliding some of the papers she’d written on over to Brooke. Interested, far more than she’d like to admit out loud, she glanced over them, noting the names of locations.
“I’ve been doing some research remotely – clearly – to narrow my options down. Based on population size and type of government styles, even into political leanings, places I’d actually like to promote or even visit myself, you know?” She asked rhetorically, but Brooke still nodded. “But I’d like to pare the list down to twelve or thirteen options to seriously research. It’ll be a top ten list, and I already have a few places I’ve been that I’d definitely like to include.”
Taylor tapped a finger at a paper with three bullet points already listed. “I’ll be visiting everywhere I can on day trips over the next couple of months, to nail down the top contenders. Even better if they have any sort of event coming up, that I can highlight and visit for. It can’t be a place too… known? Or large enough that it couldn’t possibly be a local gem. Taking into account entertainment, activities, atmosphere, aesthetics, and logistic travel optics – I have sixty-three potential places.” Taylor gave an entirely too charming self-deprecating smile, as she gestured to the papers.
Brooke found herself staring at Taylor as she spoke, because the businesslike tone she’d taken on was just so… not like Taylor. Not that Brooke had ever experienced, anyway.
As Taylor stopped speaking, the silence felt – expectant. Brooke shifted in her seat, aware of her own staring, before she frowned. Because it wasn’t like she’d heard any sort of question in there. “And you’d like me… to…?”
Taylor looked up, the little furrow in her forehead that had appeared as she’d gotten lost in her own thoughts smoothing out as she shot Brooke a smile. “Oh, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind maybe reviewing with me? I don’t think there’s anyone I could possibly ask who is more prepared on this topic. Unless, of course, you think I should approach Kevin.”
Brooke rolled her eyes hard, biting her lip to stop herself from grinning at the dumb joke, before she got pulled into the assorted papers in front of her.
Taylor’s possible choices listed many towns Brooke was familiar with throughout Tennessee, Mississippi, Louisiana, Georgia, Alabama, and South Carolina. And she’d admit; the beginnings of her research was thorough.
There were pros and cons listed for each city, the demographics, commentary on local government, and unique attractions. It had more work to be done, clearly, but it was something. Brooke could see the places Taylor had mentioned as ones she definitely wanted to include asterisked; it was all meticulously labeled and organized. 
It was impressive. 
“Ideally, it would be great to visit all of these places in order to make the final cuts,” Taylor murmured, twirling her pen again between her fingers as Brooke looked up from the information laid out in front of her.
She blinked with surprise as she realized she’d been leaning in close to Taylor as they’d been reading.
“But I honestly don’t have the time. So, it would be great if I knew someone who was more knowledgeable about these places, or at the very least, the people who run them.” Taylor arched her eyebrows. “You know someone who could give me a hand?”
Brooke hated that she was so interested. That this was right up her alley and Taylor knew it.
She dipped her eyes back down to the papers in front of her, mulling it over.
Before she realized –
“Where’s Faircombe?”
She frowned, flipping through some of the pages in front of her, because maybe she’d missed it in her quick review. Only, no. It wasn’t there. 
“What do you mean?” Taylor asked, the picture of confusion.
Brooke gestured to all of the items spread out before them. “Faircombe,” she repeated. “Where’s the information and papers for it to be on the list?”
Taylor stared at her for a long moment, an incredulous expression sliding over her face. “You’re serious?”
Brooke’s mouth fell open, both surprise and irritation twisting together in equal measure inside of her. “You aren’t even going to put Faircombe on the list?”
“In fairness, I haven’t actually made the list yet.” She waited a beat before tilting her head as she admitted, “But… no.”
“Why? You’re living here right now. You’re from here. Why wouldn’t you include it?” Brooke demanded, eyes narrowing as she pushed her hair back behind her ears. The movement was hurried, so the strands fell immediately back down, which made her sigh in frustration. 
Which only amplified as a soft smile slid over Taylor’s face.
“Uh, well, it’s pretty cut and dry. Frankly, not my idea of a gem.” Taylor shrugged. 
Brooke leaned back in her chair, glaring. “I can’t believe you aren’t even going to put us on the list.”
“Is it such a big deal to you?” Taylor asked, disbelief coloring her voice as she stared at Brooke.
“Yes!” She bit back. “Did you not hear my rant earlier?”
“Two Minute Tirade,” Taylor cut in with a clearly deliberately joking tone.
Brooke was in no mood. “I told you; I’ll fight for this town. Something we do need more of is exposure. And you have a decent amount of followers, right?”
She had to. She knew Taylor’s blog was popular; she might not know much about it or follow it herself, but she did know Taylor managed to make money from it over the last couple of decades. Jo talked about it from time to time during Sunday dinners. 
The corners of Taylor’s lips moved up in a secretive smirk, that gave Brooke the distinct impression she was being placated. “A decent amount, yeah.”
“So, put Faircombe on it.” She tapped her index finger against the paper in front of her as she insisted. “Put aside your personal feelings and treat it like it’s any other place you’d visit. We have everything all of these other places have, and we do a lot of it better. I would know, remember?” She challenged. “You wanted my help.”
“I really enjoy when you get all impassioned.” Taylor murmured, giving her the same look she’d given after Brooke’s rant. “Your eyes get all lit up and you have a little dimple right here.” She reached out and pressed a light, soft fingertip against Brooke’s left cheek.
She leaned back from the touch as she felt her cheeks heat and that annoying rush shoot through her. “Stop. No flirting.”
“I thought that rule only applied in San Diego,” Taylor countered right back, arching her eyebrow.
“It applies everywhere. All of the time.” She bit out, frowning. “I’m not – just because you’re here and not finding women around the globe to flirt with doesn’t mean it’s open season with me.”
Taylor’s eyes searched hers, so wide and dark and openly amused. “You really do yourself a disservice when you underestimate just how uniquely fun you are to flirt with.”
“You’re the one who said you wanted to be friends or whatever. Well, I don’t flirt with my friends.”
“You only have one and it’s Ben! Of course you don’t flirt with him!” Taylor laughed heartily at her own joke.
Brooke refused to let her lips twitch into a smile, instead rolling into the agitation that accompanied it in that weird only-Taylor-can-ignite-that-feeling way. “I have more than one friend.”
“Yes, okay, Savannah and Marisa, too. And thank god you don’t flirt with Marisa or it would be workplace harassment.”
“How do you know Marisa?” Brooke narrowed her eyes.
Taylor gave her an incredulous look. “It’s Faircombe; how wouldn’t I know her?” Under Brooke’s stare, she broke down and offered an impish smile. “She also comes by the bakery a lot. I’m there with Savannah most evenings in the last few weeks, so…”
Brooke snorted. “Of course she does.”
Marisa’s crush on Savannah was – well, Brooke actually thought it was only something she knew about. But it was definitely there.
Taylor winged up an eyebrow at her comment, but didn’t say anything about it. Instead she stared at Brooke, and then back at the table, where their papers were spread out. Then back at Brooke.
Her luminous, teasing smile faded a bit, into a more thoughtful one. Just the slightest curling of her lips, as Brooke could see that there were wheels turning in her head.
“I have a proposition for you.” Taylor drew out slowly, nailing Brooke with a more serious look than she’d expected.
“What kind of proposition?” She almost regretted asking as soon as the words left her mouth.
Proposition felt like a word she shouldn’t use with Taylor. A dangerous word. 
But Taylor just nodded in excitement, not a sultry look at all, as she pushed on. “I’ll give Faircombe a place on the potential list… if you help me weed out the cities. Like actual research. Talk things through with me. Be my partner in crime, so to speak.”
Brooke could only stare at her for a long moment. “But, why?” She couldn’t help but ask.
“Why, what?”
“Why do you want my help? Don’t you normally do this stuff alone?” She knew Taylor had to work alone for most things.
“First: I told you I haven’t done a list like this in a long time. Second: whenever I have, I’ve spent a long time with it. I was able to go wherever I wanted for an indiscriminate length of time to make sure I was hitting all the right notes. I don’t have that time before my next big trip, really.” Taylor tilted her head slowly to the side. “And sometimes… it’s nice to work with someone else. Because you’re right, I do most of my work alone.”
Her tone turned pensive for just a second, just long enough that Brooke was taken in by it enough to wonder about it.
Before Taylor grinned. “Besides, I’d love to be able to get your take on this as I go. Talk some things out with you… oh, and working in City Hall would be fun.” She shot the kitchen table, covered in her notes, her maps, her various little knick-knacks for the afternoon, a look. “I know Ben isn’t going to want me taking over the kitchen all of the time.”
“You aren’t working at City Hall with me.”
“We can make that negotiable for the future,” Taylor immediately threw back with a stupidly charming smile. 
Brooke narrowed her eyes as she took in Taylor’s eager expression. Eager yet serious. She was genuinely serious about wanting to do this work with Brooke. On a project Brooke actually would enjoy doing.
And, mostly, it meant Faircombe would be on the list. Rightfully so. Wait – 
“Did you say Faircombe would make it onto the potential list?” She snapped, circling back to that little comment. Irritated dark eyes roamed over the papers in front of her, filled with dozens of other potential cities. 
Taylor gave Brooke a curious look. “Yes, obviously.” 
Brooke narrowed her eyes, irritation zipping through her. “You want me to do this work with you, when I already have a shit ton of work on my plate, and Faircombe isn’t even going to make it onto that?” She pointed at the shortlist of cities Taylor was guaranteed to put on the list. She scowled. “Doesn’t exactly seem like a fair agreement.” 
The look Taylor gave her wasn’t a playful one, not full of laughter – not the usual. Instead, she met wide, dark eyes that were alarmingly… honest. Beseeching. “Brooke, I can’t promise you a place on the list. Taylor-Made to Travel is – it’s me. It’s my thoughts, my feelings, my personal recommendations, my favorite things, my insights. People, they… they follow me because they trust me. They follow me for me. And for you, I’ll give Faircombe it’s fair shot to be on the list, just like any other city here. But I can’t promise anything more than that.” 
Brooke wanted to scoff the second Taylor had spoken. To roll her eyes at my followers trust me. But it was lost in her throat as she held Taylor’s gaze with her own. The quiet, pure honesty that seemed to emanate from Taylor in a rarely seen moment of gravitas was – captivating. 
“Fine.” She allowed. “But! No flirting. And no touching.” She eyed the hand Taylor had resting on the table between them.
Taylor frowned, clearly surprised at the addendum. “What if you’re about to walk into the street and there’s a car coming and my only choice is to grab you or let you perish?”
Brooke’s voice was dry, “Then I guess I’ll be meeting my maker.”
“I feel like you’re being very strict here…” Taylor trailed off, traces of her smile coming back just slightly, as she tilted her head at Brooke.
Brooke sat up straight, face as impassive as when she was doing actual city business. Which, she kind of was.
“You drive a hard bargain. I mean. I will promise to do… my best. I don’t always do it intentionally. The flirting or the touching.” Taylor’s voice was serious again, no laughter, as she informed Brooke of this news that wasn’t exactly a surprise. Her hand almost landed on Brooke’s in that moment, like she wanted the connection as she explained herself. Taylor stopped herself and dropped her hand to the table, a sheepish smile tugging at full lips. “But I’ll do my best,” she repeated, a look of sincerity reflecting back in dark eyes.
Which, she trusted; she didn’t know if that made her a sucker or what, but Brooke supposed she’d take what she could get. It was the best deal by far in terms of Taylor being here in Faircombe in general so far.
“I have another condition of my own, then.” Taylor sat up in her seat, an exuberant look in her eyes that Brooke just knew she wasn’t going to like.
She spoke cautiously, “And what is that?”
Taylor leaned in. They didn’t touch, not more than their knees brushing under the table, which she knew definitely wasn’t on purpose, but it still felt warm. “I want you to give me a personal tour of Faircombe. The Brooke Watson tour.”
“What?” She couldn’t control the ludicrous tone, reflecting just how she felt. “Why would I give you a tour?”
“I don’t love Faircombe; it wouldn’t be on my list.” Taylor explained easily, shrugging. “But you love it, and you are making me a deal to get it on the potentials list. So, I’m giving you the opportunity to show me Faircombe through your eyes.”
Brooke pursed her lips in thought, staring dubiously at Taylor. It just felt… stupid. Why should she give Taylor a tour of a place she grew up in? But she knew from the look on Taylor’s face, she’d have an insistent reason for it. 
“I… wouldn’t be impartial.” She tried to grasp at any straw that could logically make sense to get out of this, but she already knew it was a losing battle.
She hated losing a battle.
“This isn’t an impartial list; it’s my list.” Taylor reasoned, shifting forward. “And if you want Faircombe on my list, I am going to need to see it through you.”
She studied Taylor’s waiting expression. An expression that spoke volumes about how she knew just what Brooke was going to say before she said it.
“Fine.”
Taylor sat up straight, leaning in close. Close enough that Brooke felt how warm she was, but Taylor kept her hands in her lap. Clasped, as if controlling herself from reaching out. She tracked her eyes up to Taylor’s who was staring intently at her, mahogany eyes fixed on Brooke’s, unflinching.
“What are you doing?” She muttered, leaning to the side.
“Mentally shaking your hand.”
“Oh, my good god.”
She refused to laugh. It just took more willpower than she wanted to admit. 
***
“So, you’re going to be working with Taylor on this whole list… thing?” Ben asked later that night as they situated themselves at the same table they always sat at in the tavern for Grady’s trivia. 
He’d been wearing the same confused look on his face ever since he’d walked into the kitchen and had seen her sitting with Taylor. 
“Yeah. I mean, why shouldn’t I?” She asked, arching her eyebrows. 
Ben shook his head, pushing the Sprite their waitress dropped off toward her. “No, I mean, you’re definitely the best person for the job. I just… you’ve never wanted to spend time with Taylor in the past.” 
In fact, she’d often tried to avoid it in their adult years. That sat unspoken; Ben had a point. 
Brooke steadfastly did not meet his gaze. Despite the truth that nothing was going on between her and Taylor, the reaction she’d had to her had been the only outright secret she’d ever kept from Ben. A secret she’d kept for thirty years. 
“Well, times change.” It was the best excuse she had, as she glanced up at the trivia topics Jackie Grady always wrote up on the board near the host station. Still, she slid her gaze toward Ben. “Does it bother you? If I work with her?” 
Ben’s expression was genuinely perplexed before he shook his head. “Bother me? No. I just…” He worked his jaw, before he sighed and sipped his Coke. “Times change but Taylor is still Taylor – she’s still going to be leaving in a couple months.” His voice was light, cautious. 
Brooke stared at him, unwilling to give any credence to the way her stomach twisted. “All we’re doing is spending a few days working on a list together. I don’t plan on offering her a job for the city,” she shot back, voice dry. 
Because, seriously. 
Ben shrugged. “I just… it’s just on my mind. Jo’s so excited about having her around and that’s great. But she’s going to be crushed when Taylor leaves, and…” he trailed off, shrugging again, before he sighed heavily. 
Relieved that Ben hadn’t, somehow, read her mind from San Diego or, well, her body’s betrayal reaction to Taylor and the fact that she was niggling into a living space in Brooke’s mind, Brooke frowned in sympathy and reached down to pat his thigh. “She’ll have you. And me. And Savannah. Like always.” 
Ben was a worrier; he always had been. His anxiety-induced fidgeting and her perpetual anxiety-induced moodiness had been something that had drawn them together when they’d been young. 
And, he wasn’t wrong. Taylor would leave Faircombe soon enough, like she always did. It was her destiny to not be here. 
It was something Brooke usually took comfort in, the knowledge that this raw power Taylor unknowingly and without permission held over her, wouldn’t last for long. It was something she told herself she was taking comfort in even on this visit; they were basically a month in, which meant they were a third of the way done with the visit, almost. 
A third of the way, and Brooke still couldn’t knock away that pure attraction to the back of her mind, or totally forget about their single night together or – her stomach twisted. 
“Right.” He nodded, blowing out a deep breath. “You’re right. And you know, trivia night isn’t for talking about Taylor.” 
“I mean, it is if you want it to be,” she pointed out, a slow smile tugging at her lips. “We can wipe the floor with everyone else even if we’re going to get all serious.”
Ben lit up in a genuine grin, blue eyes lighting up with the competitive glint that they both shared. “Nah. I hope you brushed up on your horror movie facts; no doubt it’ll be a theme tonight. And the Dolly Part-ners have to start our winning streak from the bottom up.”
Brooke rolled her eyes at him. “Like I’m an amateur.” She knocked her shoulder into his. “Are you ready for Halloween trivia night? That’s the real question. I carried your ass last year.” 
Trivia night was not the time to think about Taylor – thank god Ben had said it, she thought as she stared at the trivia categories again. Because she could spend an alarming amount of time thinking about Taylor if not properly distracted. 
That was definitely not what she needed to think about tonight. Or any night. 



Chapter Eight
 
Unknown number – 10:51am
Really? You were going to put Caseton, Mississippi on
your list and not Faircombe? Really.
 
Recognition dawned within moments of Taylor opening the text. Mostly because she could immediately hear it in Brooke’s aggravated drawl.
 
Taylor – 10:52am
um who exactly is this?
 
Brooke – 10:53am
Brooke.
 
Taylor – 10:53am
Brooke… Brooke who?
 
Brooke – 10:54am
The Brooke who finally got a second to look over all
of the notes for prospective cities to be on the list and
is going to strangle you.
 
She snorted.
 
Taylor – 10:54am
Ohhhh, Brooke B. Watson, that Brooke
 
Brooke – 10:55am
You read the part about my strangling you, right?
 
Brooke – 10:55am
And don’t you dare say “kinky” or anything like that.
No flirting rule applies.
 
Taylor – 10:55am
Well, I’ll be more than happy to discuss kinky
strangling, flirting, and Caseton with you when
we go on our tour. Which will be… when, exactly?
 
Really, she should thank Brooke for the opening. It had been almost a week since they’d struck their deal – but their kitchen meeting had been promptly interrupted by a confused Ben and a curious Savannah, before they could really hammer out any details.
Brooke had swiftly shifted away from Taylor – as if they were honestly doing something other than making a deal; Brooke really had a knack of making actually innocent things seem otherwise, even if she didn’t realize it. It remained equal parts amusing and endearing. 
 
Brooke – 10:56am
You’re so much work.
We’ll do the “tour” tomorrow afternoon.
And we will be talking about this Caseton thing.
But not the other things.  
 
Taylor – 10:56am
I’ll be waiting with bells on!
 
“What are you smiling at?” Savannah asked, re-entering the hospital room from the attached bathroom.
She shuffled to the exam table in the middle of the room with the hospital gown on, likely still a little aggrieved that she’d had to change into it, as she had been when the nurse had handed it to her a few minutes ago.
Taylor tucked her phone into her back pocket. “Nothing. Just making some plans for tomorrow.”
Savannah shot her a curious look as she hopped up onto the table, that pouty look leaving her face as bright blue eyes lit up with curiosity. “Plans?” Her mouth fell open in surprise. “With Marisa? Is that why she asked for your number yesterday?”
Taylor’s eyebrows shot up on her forehead in confusion. “Marisa?”
“You know, pretty brunette. Brooke’s assistant. Sweet tooth.” Savannah gestured vaguely with her hand. “She’s like… over a decade younger than you are. But,” she frowned in consideration, “Maybe she’s into that.” Then she continued to frown, as she waited for Taylor’s answer.
“She asked for my number?” It only took Taylor a second to realize – and then she couldn’t help but laugh. “She got my number to give to Brooke.” Of course she wouldn’t just take the easy route and ask Ben. The thought made her roll her eyes even as she chuckled.
Savannah’s gaze stayed on her for a few beats, curious. “Why does Brooke need your number?”
“We’re just working on this list together.”
Savannah frowned again at that, toying with the hem of her gown. “About the list – I’m sorry that you’re ending up with a whole new work project because of staying here for me.”
Taylor immediately shook her head. “Hey, no. If I didn’t want to do the list, I wouldn’t do it. Who would know? Ben and Brooke? Because they religiously follow my site?”
“Jo does.” Savannah offered up a small smile at that, a storm still in her gaze that Taylor couldn’t quite put her finger on. She toyed with the end of the medical gown she wore. “Did Ben come around to you using either the office or the kitchen? To work on the project?”
Taylor held back a sigh. It wasn’t that Ben had said no, that she wasn’t allowed to use the house as an office. He would never do that.
It was just that – she felt stifled trying to work there, when she felt like she was constantly in the way.
The entirety of her interactions with Ben on a daily basis could be summed up easily: he left for work before she was awake most mornings, she was typically at Savannah’s or at the bakery when he came home, and in the off-chance that they did spend time together, Jo was there to keep up any chit-chat.
Ben wasn’t rude to her. He never said she was in the way. He never told her she wasn’t welcome. But somehow, his distance seemed to hurt worse and it was easy to avoid that when she wasn’t faced with it every day. When even her offers of conversation were met with politeness, turned into inane chatter.
“He hasn’t really expressed much interest,” she deliberately kept her voice light, because she didn’t like to dwell on the things she had no idea how to change.
But Savannah sagged under the unsaid weight of it. “Oh.” Before she sat up a bit straighter, eyes gleaming again. “Wait a minute. So, Brooke is helping you… with your list.”
Taylor nodded, exaggeratedly slowly, confused by the change in topic. “Yes, as I said.”
Savannah’s eyes narrowed at her, keeping her eyes trained on Taylor’s. “Hmm. I don’t know. If I didn’t know better, I’d say there was something going on there.” A sly smile started across her face.
Unexpectedly, Taylor felt her cheeks heat, even as she laughed in amusement. “Yes, Brooke and I are engaged in a torrid love affair.”
Savannah wriggled around to a more comfortable position on the table as she continued to watch Taylor, not laughing. Thoughtful. “No, not quite. I just feel like there’s something… off.”
Taylor did not squirm, by nature. So she did not squirm under her sister’s surprisingly knowing look. Then again, she usually didn’t have reason to squirm. She didn’t have anything to hide – she still didn’t have anything to hide, not really.
Except for one single night with Brooke that happened a month ago.
Which… she couldn’t tell Savannah about, or Brooke would explode. Even if Taylor found that she did kind of want to discuss it. She wasn’t often in this position, and she had to admit that she didn’t like it. While she and Savannah had literal geographic distance between them, they shared just about everything else.
“She wants Faircombe to potentially be on the list, so we have a little deal.” A slow smile slid over her face. “She’s going to give me a tour.”
Savannah frowned curiously before she started to chuckle incredulously. “A tour? Of Faircombe?” She laughed even harder. “Once again, if I didn’t know any better…”
Taylor grinned in bemusement. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“It means, you wanting someone to give you a tour is like,” Savannah’s lips twisted to the side as she tilted her head in thought, before she snapped her fingers. “It’s like, your way of flirting.”
“My way of flirting is flirting!” And she was damn good at it, too! It was almost offensive to hear otherwise.
Savannah shook her head, laughter slightly fading, but still lighting up her eyes. “No. I mean, yeah, it is. But going on a tour is like a serious flirtation for you. Not just fun flirting.”
Taylor rolled her eyes. “Oh, give me a break.”
Before she took a second to really think about it. Because, huh. Well, maybe Savannah had a point. Not that Taylor had ever consciously thought about it, but, she supposed it wasn’t too far off-base.
Then again, she’d gone on literally thousands of tours, with all different people.
Before she could dive too deep into self-reflection, there was a knock on the door to the exam room and Taylor was at Savannah’s side in an instant, reaching out and grabbing her hand before her sister even fully reached out.
All traces of laughter were gone, replaced with a heavy anxiety that Savannah had tried to hide in the last couple of weeks.
They both gave Dr. Hahn, Savannah’s OB/GYN a smile, who greeted them warmly. “Sorry, my call took a bit longer than expected. But I won’t keep you waiting.”
She sat in her stool and wheeled herself over to the table, maneuvering the equipment she needed as she went.
She explained what she was doing as she went, but Taylor barely heard any of it. Mostly because she was still fixating on Savannah’s comment. It wasn’t like she had an ulterior motive in asking Brooke for a tour. She did have to see Faircombe through a different lens than her own in order to be able to put it on her list with a clear conscience.
Savannah squeezed her hand tighter, bringing her back to the moment.
The monitor was on, and Dr. Hahn pressed the wand over Savannah’s lower abdomen. “And right there – that’s the baby.” She pointed to what looked like a little blob. But it was the cutest blob Taylor could ever remember seeing.
“As we discussed earlier, you’re around ten weeks,” Dr. Hahn spoke softly, smiling at them.
She could feel her sisters’ fingers nearly cutting off her circulation, as she murmured in wonder, “I’ve never made it past eight weeks before.”
“I know,” she whispered back, feeling a little amazed herself. Taylor could hear the tremble in her voice, feel it in her grip, and she brought her other hand up to stroke through her baby sister’s hair.
“Thanks for bringing me good luck.” Savannah whispered, relief in her voice as she leaned her head into Taylor’s hand. “Thanks for coming.”
The ache she had caused by the distance between her and Ben, the negative feelings she got swirling through her at the gossips in town – it was worth it for this. “Thanks for asking.”
***
“So, this,” Brooke gestured to the street they were walking down, the one Savannah had moved to a few years ago, after her divorce. “Is Zinnia Lane. We’re in the northwest side of Faircombe, where many of the homes were built in the late eighteen hundreds. On this specific block, most of the old homes have been converted to apartments, usually around nine-hundred square feet inside. This is one of the most centrally located neighborhoods to Town Square.”
Brooke’s voice was factual, informative, and businesslike, as she recited the information to Taylor off the top of her head. She walked with a clipped speed down the street, which Taylor easily kept pace with, strolling along behind Brooke with her hands in her pockets.
She couldn’t help but shake her head at Brooke. Because this had been how the last thirty minutes had gone. Ever since Brooke swung by Ben’s to grab Taylor at exactly two on the dot.
She wore a long-sleeved green button-down, the fabric rolled up to her elbows, her hair pulled up into a twist. And she hadn’t even given Taylor a moment to comment on the very – appealingly – studious look before she’d turned and immediately launched into the tour. 
Best of all, in Brooke’s arms was a literal clipboard. 
Since then, Brooke had led her through a winding maze of Faircombe, one that might have seemed random to someone who didn’t know better.
But Taylor did know better; she’d easily picked up on the route Brooke had clearly planned for them. Right through the west side of town, where Brooke had given Taylor that history –
“In the north end of Faircombe, it appears to be where the oldest homes are. But most of those homes were actually built in the twentieth century, Queen Anne style. The actual oldest homes, much like Thistle Drive, are more Greek Revival, here in the west side.”
She’d gestured at architecture, and had continued to walk, her shoulders pulled back, hair up in a bun. And she checked another mark off on her clipboard. Which, Taylor just could not get over.
“You know, if you’d wanted to go into realty, you’d probably make a killing,” she pointed out.
Brooke had shot her a look, but Taylor was pretty sure there was a little smile there, too. Before she’d rolled her eyes. “No, you would make a killing; I don’t think I necessarily have the temperament.” 
Taylor could only affectionately agree with Brooke’s self-deprecating assessment. 
Brooke continued to spout off facts, though, unceasingly, with unerring accuracy, expression and voice tempered and businesslike. 
“You might have noticed that so many of Faircombe’s older streets were named after plants. Well, that’s one of our best stories: Abilene Vandenberg was a gifted herbalist and healer. She and her husband, the son of one of the city’s founders, helped Union soldiers when the Civil War tore Faircombe apart. Abilene’s statue is in town square, where she famously burned a Confederate flag and was nearly killed for it. After the war ended and Faircombe needed to be restructured, she chose many of the street names while her husband worked on the project.”
Taylor had smiled warmly, thinking of the statue in question. Her dad had always been very proud of showing it off. “Good old great-great-great-grandma.”
Brooke had paused in her spiel to share a small smile. “It is pretty cool.”
They lingered in front of the high school, Brooke gesturing vaguely with her hand toward the building.
“This is Faircombe High School. The elementary and middle schools are about a mile and a half east of here; we used to have all of the schools located directly next to one another, but after a fire in Faircombe High in the late sixties, the town allocated funds to convert an old factory to a new high school, and used the old location as the new football stadium.” Brooke informed her.
And then checked off another thing on her little checklist.
It was all Taylor could handle, and she couldn’t stifle the exasperated chuckle that slipped out, stemming from the place inside that had just been building for the entire tour.
Brooke clenched her jaw, the sharp line of it prominent as she shot Taylor a mutinous look. “I don’t know what’s so funny. I’m giving you exactly what you asked for.”
Taylor flicked her hand toward the clipboard. “Come on.”
Hazel eyes glittered dangerously at her, as Brooke huffed out a breath. “You wanted a tour! So, I’m giving you a tour, the most informative tour anyone could possibly ask for, and I didn’t want to forget anything. You want to see Faircombe, I’m giving you Faircombe!” 
God, Taylor did enjoy Brooke’s need to perform to the best of her ability.
“Brooke, just – wait.” Taylor reached out and caught her wrist lightly, before realizing when Brooke shot her a look that that whole “no touching” rule was in place.
That was going to be so difficult. She’d already had to stop herself from innocuous touches multiple times this afternoon alone.
“What you’re giving me is a history lesson.” She cocked her head, her voice soft. “And it’s a really great history lesson.”
“Faircombe has a really great history,” Brooke challenged, arching an eyebrow at her, daring Taylor to disagree.
Sort of knee-jerk reaction, she wanted to. But… she also couldn’t. “It does,” she admitted. “There are some really great things about the history and the geography of Faircombe.” She gestured to the clipboard, teasing, “And you’ve really got your finger on all of them.”
Now, there was clear suspicion written all over Brooke’s face as she crossed her arms, the clipboard tucked against her prodigious chest. “Why do I feel there’s a but coming?”
“Because you’re quite astute.” Taylor mirrored her pose, lips sliding into a smile as she stood across from Brooke with her own arms crossed. “Look. You’ve given me a good tour, Brooke. But you’re just giving me… information. Things that I know about this place, already. I wanted this tour, because I want you to show me something I don’t know.”
Brooke’s aggravation was palpable, as she tossed her hands in the air, clipboard and all. “I can’t show you something you don’t know! Which is why this entire tour is stupid and I feel stupid giving it. Because you grew up here, you know Faircombe the same way I do. I can’t teach you anything about it.”
“I don’t want you to teach me anything about it,” her own voice was quiet, but insistent, as she caught Brooke’s agitated eyes with her own and held. Her hands itching to reach out, but instead she pushed them hard against her thighs. “I don’t need you to tell me what I already know. I need you to show me why you love it here. Whatever it is that you love about this place, it isn’t on that clipboard.” Taylor crossed her arms, staring at Brooke, daring her to argue.
That line between Brooke’s eyebrows was so deep, Taylor was almost concerned it wouldn’t smooth back out as Brooke took in her words with a careful, watchful gaze.
She was careful not to brush against Brooke as she stepped closer, trying to get Brooke to just get it. She could see the way Brooke swallowed hard as she stepped in close.
“I want you to show me something that makes this place special to you. I want to know why you love Faircombe so much. And while I haven’t hated the history lesson, I don’t think that’s what makes this place special to you.”
Brooke’s eyes held hers, searching. Maybe searching to see if Taylor was being serious or trying to tease her somehow, she didn’t know. All she knew was that in the afternoon sun, those hazel eyes edged more toward looking yellow and she just loved how fierce they were.
Even now, as Brooke stared, perhaps more intently at Taylor than she ever had before. Even that night together. 
Long moments later, Brooke nodded and blew out a long breath. “Okay. All right. Come on, then.”
Instead of charging ahead this time, Brooke walked slightly slower. She had a way of moving about her, like she was constantly on the go and that didn’t change. But she also didn’t look like she was trying to rush Taylor through the town as if she were trying to sell it to her.
She counted it as a win.
She counted it as an even bigger win as Brooke broke their easy silence. “Caseton, Taylor? Really?”
A surprised laugh worked out of her throat and she turned to look at Brooke. Who wasn’t laughing, and was instead shooting her a very serious glare.
“In fairness, Marjorie Lyle slipping me her business card was a really pro move, and it was what gave me the idea for the list in the first place,” she defended, tilting her head as she took in the look on Brooke’s face.
Which, as soon as she finished speaking, shifted from annoyed to speculative, eyes narrowing in thought, before she regarded Taylor with… a look she couldn’t quite decipher, her lips rolling as if holding in whatever she’d wanted to say.
And that was the thing: Brooke was an open book, often so easy to read. But in the Book of Brooke, there were so many hidden twists inside of these chapters. Like all of the passages had different meanings every time you read them. Taylor had always been a voracious reader.
“What?” She couldn’t help but ask, her voice a murmur. “What’s that look for?”
Brooke turned to face forward, her shoulders pushing back into perfect posture, as they continued to walk. “Nothing.” Her voice was short, but her cheeks turned pink.
“Is it about you and Marjorie Lyle?” Taylor attempted to guess. She knew there had to be something there, based on Brooke’s reaction to the woman’s name at the conference.
Brooke’s eyes rolled. “No.”
“Are you ever going to tell me what the story is, there?”
“No.”
Thinking back to their texts, she arched an eyebrow as a sly smile took over. “You want to ask about kinky strangling now, too?”
Brooke’s response was sharp as she choked on a breath. “No.”
“You know any other words aside from no?” She teasingly bumped her shoulder into Brooke’s.
The edges of Brooke’s lips lifted the tiniest bit and it felt like a major victory sweeping through Taylor’s stomach. “No.”
Taylor only realized where they were headed when she looked up and realized Brooke had directed them toward the football stadium, across the street from the middle and elementary schools.
Taylor let out an exasperated laugh, mixing with a groan. “Did you bring me here to try to convince me that something you love about Faircombe is high school football? Because if you were just about anyone else in this town, I’d think you were being genuine, but…”
Brooke rolled her eyes as they walked closer, and it was only then that Taylor realized how many people were milling around for a day where there wasn’t a game.
“No, because we both know I hate football –”
Taylor gasped and reached out to place her fingers lightly over Brooke’s full lips, dramatically looking around. “Shhh, Brooke! You’re gonna get kicked right on out of Faircombe proper if you say those sacrilegious words too loudly.”
Brooke stared at her for a long beat, pursing her lips under Taylor’s hands, the sensation really driving home just how soft they were. Her fingertips tingled, an easy heat settling in her stomach, even as Brooke reached up and circled her fingers around Taylor’s wrist, pulling her hand away from her mouth.
“No touching.” Her hand held Taylor’s wrist as she gestured with the other one to the stadium. “The food drive is happening and I want to check in.”
Taylor stared incredulously at her, ridiculously endeared by the earnest, serious look on Brooke’s face. “This isn’t about work,” she reminded, “It’s supposed to be about fun.”
“You wanted me to show you what I love about this place.” Brooke shot back, her strong fingers flexing on Taylor’s wrist before she frowned and dropped the contact quickly. She stepped back and cleared her throat. “Going to these events, checking in on things and making sure everything is running smoothly, is something I love.”
She nodded at Taylor with finality, a fire in her voice and in her eyes, before she started toward the entrance. A few steps ahead, she threw a look over her shoulder and caught Taylor’s eyes, lifting her eyebrows as if to ask, coming?
Well, when asked like that…
Because, this was the thing –
There was something about Brooke when she was really into something that struck a chord in Taylor. It had been on her mind when she’d suggested the tour in the first place, sitting in the kitchen. Yes, she’d wanted to get a different take on Faircombe, that was true.
But she’d wanted Brooke’s take, in specific.
It was her intensity. A passion that might not be something readily associated with Brooke oftentimes, but it was so real. Just bubbling under the surface.
And just under the surface was typically how Taylor got to glimpse at Brooke’s passion like that. She thought it was their unique dynamic that brought it just almost to the surface, and she’d always loved that.
She didn’t think she’d gotten to see the full power of just what Brooke had inside of her until San Diego. And again, the other day in the kitchen when she’d ranted so intently against Kevin. Her eyes were so sharp, nearly burning, while her voice was raw emotion.
Taylor had found herself captivated.
It had been on her mind nearly every day since, which in and of itself was odd enough. But she couldn’t stop thinking about it.
She wanted to see more of it.  
Taylor followed her through the gates, and immediately found herself swept into the thick of the food drive.
So easily, too easily, she could remember proudly helping her parents organize the food, when she’d been younger. Putting canned vegetables in certain boxes, sauces in others, walking around the town with her dad to put up advertisements.
She could remember wanting to avoid these events when she’d gotten older, the mass of complicated feelings that came with being out and about with her family. 
There it was, still. That little bundle of now-unfamiliar anxiety sitting in the pit of her stomach about being here, as she came back to herself. No one was paying her any mind right now, all focused on what they were doing. And she was grateful for that, as she kicked herself back into gear and followed Brooke through the crowd. 
“Twice a year, Faircombe runs a food drive,” Brooke started once she was back at her side, and Taylor was alarmingly relieved to be taken out of her own thoughts. “Once in late October, and again in early May. The proceeds first and foremost go to families in need in Faircombe, but in the last eight years, the drives have grown to a much bigger scale. Now, we’ll also be making donations to our two neighboring cities. We have the same reciprocity agreement with them for our clothing drive, as well as the holiday fundraising we do.”
Once again – this was information Taylor knew. Well, not how the drive had expanded. But she didn’t plan on needling her about it, mostly because Brooke wasn’t the same.
The tense set of her shoulders had slightly relaxed, and she placed the clipboard on the edge of a table, as she leaned over to speak to a woman Taylor didn’t know for a few moments, before she continued to walk through, heading for another table.
She didn’t look like a woman on a mission, the way she had as they’d walked through the town. She simply, appealingly, looked like a woman who was in charge.
“Two years ago, we had to condemn the homes that made up nearly eighty percent of the southeast neighborhood.” Brooke frowned, that little line showing up between her eyebrows momentarily before she shook her head and continued. “Most of the residents of those homes had already vacated their residences, as we’d been working with a low-income housing grant, given the state those homes had already been in for some time. But we still had several hundred people who had to relocate on short notice. Most of these packages will be delivered to the housing complexes many of those residents have been living in.”
There it was, that fire in her voice, making it to the surface. She wanted to hear more of it. She wanted to know if Brooke felt so strongly about those people and that neighborhood, because it had been where she’d grown up.
But she also knew the way Brooke would tense up if she asked that. “And what’s the long-term plan? For the southeast lot?”
It would have been literally impossible to miss the way Brooke’s jaw clenched, as she bent over an empty station at one of the organization tables, where a laptop was propped open. “To be determined. The vote’ll happen in a couple months…” It looked like Brooke wanted to say more, before she stopped herself short and turned her head to give Taylor a curious look. “When’s this list going to be posted?”
“Uh,” quickly, she ran through the timeline she had. It had to be done by the time she left Faircombe, so she could post it – at the latest – during or right after Antarctica; she’d be way too busy to focus on it once she hit New Zealand. So… “Sometime in January.”
“Hmm,” Brooke pursed her lips into a flat line. “I’d love for us to be able to say what we’re going to be doing with that lot, to be a reason to come here –”
“Brooke Watson, you giving away top secret city council business?”
Both Brooke and Taylor looked up to meet Anna-Lynne McCord’s teasing smile. Well, it was a teasing smile, until she made eye contact with Taylor. The edges of that smile dropped as her mouth fell open in surprise.
Brooke rolled her eyes, her voice dryer than the Sahara. “Yeah, I’m an unrepentant gossip.” She hit a few keys on the laptop.
“Sorry to interrupt; I was in charge of processing the donations here and keeping up with what was supposed to go where, but,” she gestured over her shoulder, “A few things got a little backed up over there, so I stepped away. I texted you earlier, Brooke, about the little snag I hit with the program?”
Brooke hit another key, before she nodded in satisfaction. “Yeah, I got it. I was just – busy with something else. But I think I fixed it for you.”
“I didn’t realize anything else was more important to you than city work,” Anna-Lynne’s slight teasing edge was back in her voice, but cautious.
But Taylor didn’t miss the way Brooke’s back straightened up again, that tenseness coming back in a second, something flashing dark in her eyes as they narrowed at Anna-Lynne.
Interesting…
“Well, it was me. I dragged her away from being the boss lady today, but it was for a good cause.” She edged in, mostly hoping that she could get that less rigid posture back from Brooke.
“Hi, Taylor. I – I didn’t realize you’d be here today?” The smile came back to her, tentatively. As if unsure she should be smiling at Taylor after their last interaction. “It’s… nice to see you.”
Their last interaction, which had been about a week before she left Faircombe, consisted of Anna-Lynne initiating a very intense make-out session – one of many they’d had their final year of high school and the summer afterward, all of them a strict secret – followed up by her essentially pushing Taylor out of her bedroom window while she’d only been wearing a bra and underwear, hissing at her that this never happened. Just like every other time.
The memory actually made her snicker; the good news being that she’d never believed even as a teenager that she and Anna-Lynne, girlfriend of the quarterback, were ever going to be a thing. They weren’t star-crossed lovers; they were two kids who had been figuring themselves out.
“It’s nice to see you, too.” The smile stayed on her face, genuinely. “How’ve you been?”
Anna-Lynne’s expression was the picture of relief. “Good, actually, really good. I, um.” Her gaze fell to her left hand, her fingers moving around in a way that would have drawn Taylor’s attention even if she wasn’t a natural observer.
The large engagement ring on her finger spoke for itself.
“Oh, you’re getting married.” Again, Taylor thought, because she was pretty sure she’d heard over a decade back that she’d gotten married during college to some guy.
Anna-Lynne coughed. “Yeah…” She shuffled awkwardly.
“She’s getting married to Scarlet Davis, my ex-girlfriend.” Brooke finished, exasperation cutting through her tone. “It’s not a secret and I’m not a wilting flower at the news.” She leaned over and ran her finger over the trackpad of the laptop. “All right, you shouldn’t have any more issues here. I’m going to check in with Liz and make sure the export company mix-up got figured out.”
Brooke turned to walk away, and Anna-Lynne gave a tight smile as she let out a quiet laugh. “Well, that’s Brooke.” She gave a shrug as if to say no surprise, there.
“Yeah.” Taylor’s smile was much less reserved than Anna-Lynne’s, a warm amusement settling through her at Brooke’s typical brusque demeanor. “I’m going to catch up with her. So, congrats. On the engagement. And…” She trailed off, giving her a nod. On coming out, on coming to terms with who she was.
She guessed she would be learning some new things today after all.
***
“You didn’t have to be so short with Mrs. Andrews.” Brooke arched an eyebrow at Taylor as they walked up a heavily wooded path two hours later.
Taylor scoffed, mouth falling open in actual shock at Brooke. “Are you lecturing me on politeness?”
Brooke’s eyebrows drew down low, a scowl tugging at her lips. “I’m polite!” As if to make a point, she held back a branch and gestured for Taylor to continue up the incline they were walking on.
Taylor managed to bite back a laugh. “Mmm.”
Brooke huffed out a breath. “Okay, fine. Maybe not sometimes. But Mrs. Andrews was just saying hi.”
“You make it sound like I bit her head off. I made conversation with her.”
And the thing is, Taylor did. Mrs. Andrews had approached as they were leaving – Taylor was delightedly surprised that apparently there was one more stop on the actual Brooke B. Watson Official Faircombe Extravaganza, because honestly, she’d thought it was going to be over when Brooke had finished up her business at the food drive.
Surprisingly, being at the food drive for the last couple of hours had somehow lessened that seed of anxiety inside of her. She’d been uncontrollably and upsettingly nervous being there, right in the thick of things with the town, with all of the people. 
Only, it had gone smoothly, Brooke enlisting the both of them to help organize the proceeds. It brought back the good kind of memories she’d had there. 
But they’d been stopped by Mrs. Andrews, who’d come over ostensibly for just a little chat.
She’d given Taylor a big, warm smile. “Taylor Trouble, honey, seeing you here is like a breath of fresh air!” 
The moniker had – stupidly, but truthfully – snatched away her ease. 
She could find the humor in looking back on her experiences with Anna-Lynne. Then again, Anna-Lynne hadn’t been someone who’d contributed to making Taylor feel like a walking spectacle while she’d been growing up.
Brooke hmm’d, giving her an incredulous look. “Aren’t you the one who is all about letting things go?”
Taylor dropped her mouth open in mock-offense. “Using my own philosophies against me! Not allowed.”
Hazel eyes rolled even as Brooke’s lips twitched, as they continued walking. A silence came over them and Taylor didn’t mean to say it, but the words found their way out of her throat. “I don’t know how you do it, sometimes. Stay here. I –”
The rest of her words fell away as they came out into a clearing. To the right was a large, dirt clearing that was surrounded by maple trees. The ground cut off at a sharp incline, so steep it was nearly impossible to climb up unless from the other direction, the one they’d just come from, and it left them overlooking Faircombe.
The afternoon sun was just starting to go down, burning a bright orange as it washed over the city.
Taylor blinked a few times in surprise, a grin spreading over her face as she realized where they were, before she turned to look at Brooke, wiggling her eyebrows. “You brought me to Mount Make-Out?” She used the colloquial nickname for it.
Brooke rolled her eyes, hard, as a flush worked up her neck. “No, I brought you to Turner’s Ridge, because we aren’t in high school so we aren’t going to call it that. And this is my favorite place in the city. You wanted my personal tour, so this is it.”
She walked toward the edge of the ridge, gingerly sitting down and crossing her legs. Her back was perfectly straight, her body just cutting perfect lines into the afternoon sun. Taylor watched for a few moments before she joined Brooke, letting her own legs dangle over the ledge, a warm appreciation settling inside of her at the fact that Brooke actually took to heart what she’d said earlier, about the tour.
She instinctively wanted to lean her shoulder into Brooke’s, catching herself swaying in to do so, and instead splaying her hands behind her and leaning back.
“You know how I do it?” Brooke broke the silence that settled between them a moment later. She kept her eyes trained on the city below them. “Be here, even though it means dealing with people like Kevin and with Mrs. Andrews and Ms. Kellerman and every other gossip around?”
Slowly, Taylor pushed herself up, keeping her eyes trained on Brooke’s face. The set of her sharp jaw, the way the sun played over Brooke’s fair skin and seemed to make her glow. There was a look in her eyes, one that Taylor didn’t know if she’d ever seen, that matched the quiet intensity of her voice.
She didn’t even want to take the chance of making a wrong comment and losing the moment, so she nodded.
“There was a night, a long time ago. I think I was ten,” Brooke’s forehead scrunched up in thought, “Yeah. It was one of the times my dad left for a few months. Didn’t know where, but that was pretty standard.” She paused, chewing the inside of her lip. “And my mom was… well, my mom. Drunk and particularly angry. I just wanted to get away, so I went to sit in Ben’s old treehouse.”
She was familiar with those times from Brooke’s childhood. She remembered very well the amount of times Brooke had stayed with them. Taylor scooted minutely closer. Close enough that they weren’t touching, but – she could feel Brooke’s warmth through her long-sleeved shirt.
Brooke still stared out, not looking at Taylor, as she spoke, “It was late. I sat up there with a book and a blanket and a flashlight, and then your dad climbed up. I…” She laughed, softly, the sound seeming to make everything go soft around her edges. “I screamed and threw the flashlight at him, because he scared the hell out of me.”
Taylor smiled softly at imagining the scared but tough way Brooke must have been ready to fend off the treehouse intruder.
“Your dad, he asked why I was hiding up in the treehouse at night by myself. And I – I hated talking about my family. Still do.” She rolled her eyes, pursing her lips, before she sighed. “So I just – shrugged it off. Family stuff. And I mean, what could your dad say that would make my family stuff better? Less embarrassing? I didn’t think there was anything.”
Brooke’s eyes seemed hazy, before she slid them closed at the memory. “He told me that the thing about living in Faircombe was that… I had another kind of family, just by being here.”
“Sounds like something he’d say,” Taylor whispered in encouragement.
Brooke tilted her head in acknowledgement. “He said it meant I had people who – who would rush me to the hospital when I broke my wrist playing in the park and my parents were nowhere to be found.” Taylor remembered that. “And,” she huffed out a soft, enchanting laugh. “People who would see me walk through town by myself at ten o’clock at night, and would call your parents to say they were worried about me. Which is how he found me up there in the first place.”
When Brooke stopped talking, digging her teeth into her perfectly full bottom lip, Taylor was alarmingly concerned that she was done speaking. But she was so wrapped up in it, she wanted – more. She wanted to hear everything Brooke had to say, everything she was willing to share.
Her concern was unfounded, as Brooke nodded to herself and kept going. “When my mom died a few years ago, I was…” Her eyebrows drew down low, a frown passing over her face, and Taylor’s heart clenched.
She knew Brooke’s mom had passed; Savannah had told her when it happened. She’d been in Sweden, and had no way of making it back in time for any services. She’d sent a card and desserts to Brooke’s work.
Brooke blew out a slow breath, waving her hand vaguely in the air, before it fell to the ground between them. “It was complicated. We weren’t really on great terms by that point; mostly she tolerated me coming by and stocking up the cabinets sometimes. She wasn’t really on great terms with anyone, just about. She was – you know how she was. Difficult. Grumpy. Alone.”
She watched as Brooke’s nimble fingers tugged a blade of grass out of the ground, so delicately, making sure to grab it by the root, about an inch away from Taylor’s own, and her heart ached with the roughness in Brooke’s tone, the way it fell to a whisper.
No touching rule be damned, because Taylor just didn’t have it in her to listen to Brooke actually open up to her in ways that she knew damn well Brooke didn’t open up to most people, without any contact.
She slid her hand just close enough to link her pinky finger around Brooke’s, whose finger twitched in response, but didn’t move away.
“I didn’t have to cook myself any meals for three weeks after. Or mow my lawn, or have to put in any time for days off from work, or get my own coffee. Or even make any of the arrangements for the services other than decide what day it was going to be on and picking a casket. Because everyone showed up, for me.” There was a thickness, a heaviness in her voice. “Because your dad was right.”
She turned to look at Taylor, finally, and the look in those eyes – the fierce, passionate look that was lit up with pure emotion – landed so strongly in Taylor’s chest, it stole her breath.
“So, the gossip can annoy me sometimes. And do I wish I could change certain things or not have to deal with certain people? Of course.” She stared intently at Taylor, her pinky stroking against Taylor’s own softly. “But that’s what a family is. This place is here for me. The people care about me, about each other. How many other places can say that?”
The look she gave Taylor was both beseeching and challenging. Wanting her to understand, and daring her to argue, at the same time.
So very Brooke, and Taylor found herself not wanting to disagree about Faircombe, for once. Maybe it wasn’t her experience, but she was glad – so ridiculously grateful – it was Brooke’s.
“Thanks. For sharing that with me,” she murmured, meaning that so strongly. 
Brooke took in a sharp breath, as if she just realized how much she’d actually shared. How many pieces she showed when she normally tried to play things very close.
She squirmed, adorably. “I want you…” she coughed, and bit the inside of her cheek. “I want Faircombe to be on the list. I want you to just give it a chance.” Brooke dropped her gaze and turned back to overlooking the town, a blush creeping up her neck. “You know, we don’t have to make a big deal of it.”
She could hear the embarrassment creeping into Brooke’s voice, the realization of just how much she’d shared. And she wasn’t about to let that happen, not when she was so touched to have gotten to share in that vulnerable moment, feeling the weight of it settle in her chest. 
“Oh? But I already hired the skywriter,” she gently teased, stroking her pinky along Brooke’s again.
For a second, she wondered if Brooke was going to pull away and scowl; a classic Brooke defense mechanism. And she was more than pleasantly surprised when the tense set of Brooke’s shoulders relaxed minutely, and a laugh bubbled out of her throat, light and sweet, even as she rolled her eyes and shook her head.
Taylor watched, a grin tugging at her own lips, before she turned to look out at the city, herself. Faircombe really was pretty beautiful from up here.



Chapter Nine
 
Brooke had absolutely no intention of Taylor actually working with her at City Hall, regardless of working on the list together.
Even if she was ridiculously, distractedly interested in the list. Even if she wanted updates on it. Even if she had a running list of notes she’d been scribbling down for the last couple of days, of little fun facts and tidbits she’d picked up about a lot of potential cities for Taylor to factor in.
Damn it, why did Taylor have to choose something that Brooke wanted to do?
When Brooke was interested in something, her focus easily became lasered in. It generally made her good at her job; some people – Scarlet, in their four-year relationship for example – would say it made her too good at her job.
And she had a lot of thoughts about what criteria could be used for this list, and a
lot of background information about the cities and the people who ran them that she’d amassed over the last fifteen years.
Still, though. No intention.
No matter how annoyingly charming it was when Taylor had winked at her and teasingly asked, “How about I stop by City Hall with coffee and we’ll see later this week?” after the tour over the weekend.
Scratch that – especially because of how annoyingly charming it was when Taylor had winked at her like that.
The beginning of November arriving meant that it was review week, and Brooke enjoyed doing the budget reviews for each of the city’s departments. The numbers spoke to her, and she enjoyed getting her hands on them. Of course, doing the meetings afterwards with each department head – not a favorite thing.
Only, by noon on Monday, she found herself damningly distracted. And not for the first time that day, either, which was not the norm for her. Brooke had excellent focus, especially on work. Extra especially, on work she enjoyed doing.
All her mind kept circling back to was this list. Maybe that’s where her focus had gone. It had been stolen from the budget reports because Taylor’s list was occupying the space, there.
Because, also, what the hell had she been thinking, opening up about her mom like that? About that moment between her and Ben Sr., a moment that had sat with her, that had changed her life?
She didn’t discuss that with anyone. Not even Ben.
And she hadn’t meant to share it with Taylor, either. It hadn’t been anywhere near what she’d had listed on her clipboard to discuss that day.
She’d made a plan; Brooke was great at making plans. She’d detailed exactly where she was going to show Taylor, the intricate loop around the city, that would lead them right into Town Square and to Thistle Drive in the end. And even though she knew all of the facts about Faircombe off of the top of her head, she’d sat in bed with Spoon and Dolly laying at her feet – Gremlin running around the house like a bat out of hell – for hours the night before, making sure she didn’t forget a thing.
If Faircombe had a shot of getting on the list, she wasn’t going to miss a step. She’d even done research, compounding the things she already knew, to make sure. No matter how ludicrous it felt, giving a “tour” to someone who knew the town just as Brooke did.
And of course, in a matter of minutes once Taylor had spoken to her with her big brown eyes all soft and searching, that she wanted Brooke’s personal take on Faircombe, that plan had gone to crap.
As so many plans seemed to do, when Taylor was involved.
Instead of the tour wrapping up, neat and tidy and informative, she’d wound up taking Taylor to the place she went to unwind at the end of a long week – where she went to unwind alone – because…
Because she did understand what Taylor wanted that afternoon. To see Faircombe the way Brooke saw it, to be able to understand why Brooke loved it.
The irritating thing was, that Brooke wanted it, too. Especially after Taylor had helped out at the food drive, her normal relaxed attitude firmly in place, until they’d run into Mrs. Andrews at the very end.
She wanted Taylor to be able to understand why their home meant so much to her.
Which was – fine. Brooke could admit that to herself in the light of day. She believed in this place. She believed in the people. She believed that if just about anyone gave it a shot… well, how could they resist it?
What she hated to admit, was that she wanted Taylor, not just anyone but Taylor in specific, to believe in Faircombe the way she did.
She just had that way – that Taylor way – of getting to Brooke.
She couldn’t get the look in those big, dark eyes out of her mind, the look Taylor had given her up at Turner’s Ridge Saturday night. Soft. Understanding. Sweet. Just – a whole mix of things she didn’t want Taylor to be looking at her with.
She’d given that same look to Brooke again last night at Sunday dinner, which Brooke had aptly turned away from, especially with the way it made her stomach feel all… not the way her stomach should feel from a look, like she was fourteen instead of forty.
All of this, just for Faircombe to get on the potentials list!
“Fuck me,” she muttered, frustrated with herself.
Blowing out a deep breath, she stood from her chair and grabbed her blazer. She’d take a short – very short – lunch break, during which she may or may not run into Taylor because she may or may not know that Taylor spent much of her days at Savannah’s bakery, and set the record straight about those looks.
As well as slip her the notes she’d taken down for the list. And then she could come back to work. Distraction free.
Easy as that.
“I’m going to grab something for lunch, you want the Monday usual?” she asked Marisa as she pulled the door to her office closed behind her.
Marisa spun slowly in her chair to give Brooke a questioning glance. “It’s the first day of budget review week?”
She stared at Marisa. “Was there a real question in there?”
Her assistant tilted her head, giving Brooke a look as if she were insane. “But – I basically have to force you to go home and take care of your cats on budget review week.”
“And you’ll likely still have to. I’m just going out to grab the scones, and I’ll be back in the office after.” And far more focused, she silently added, shifting on her feet with the ridiculous feeling in her stomach.
Those big, soft, dark eyes.
Ugh.   
Marisa’s look of shock turned to one of poorly put-on nonchalance, as she reached out to adjust her stapler. “Oh? But I always run out and grab our scones from the bakery on Mondays. I was planning to in about a half hour or so.”
Mondays meant scones at Savannah’s Sweet Tooth – the most delicious scones Brooke could ever conceive of having, really. While just about everything Savannah baked was perfection, the scones were… Brooke knew she wouldn’t be able to find these anywhere else likely in the tri-state area.
“Ah, so you’re not really concerned about me; you’re concerned that you won’t get to go see Savannah,” she surmised, more than grateful for an actual distraction from her thoughts, as she saw the tips of Marisa’s ears turn red. She huffed out a laugh. “Don’t worry, I’ll only pick up for myself. You can still go and get yours from her when I get back.”
Marisa flipped her the middle finger as Brooke started backwards down the hall, already feeling remarkably lighter. “I could fire you for that.”
“Yeah, right, and where would you find someone else who could deal with your anally retentive micro-managed organizing system?” Marisa shot back. A second beat by, Brooke continuing to walk down the hall as she heard Marisa call out, “But, for real, I’ll go pick up my own scones after you’re back!”
She laughed as she left the building. Okay, yeah, she needed that.
The walk to Savannah’s bakery took less than ten minutes, as it was on one of the side streets right off from town square. Brooke nodded to herself as she approached, pushing her hands deep into her pockets as she pushed open the door.
Savannah saw her, first, as she stood behind the counter, her blonde hair swishing in its high ponytail as she gave Brooke an inquisitive smile. “Brooke! I wasn’t expecting you today? No Marisa?”
She pushed her hands into her pockets and shrugged. “Well, I figure she doesn’t need to wait on me hand and foot today for once. Just came to get my own scones.”
Savannah nodded slowly, her forehead crinkling in thought as she flicked her gaze over to the corner of the seating area. “Ah. Interesting…” she drew the word out for several beats. Long enough that Brooke narrowed her eyes, as Savannah looked back over to the corner of the store again.
She couldn’t resist following Savannah’s gaze – to where Taylor sat.
Just as Brooke may or may not have known.
Soft, dark locks were scooped into a messy bun atop her head, a slouchy white cable knit sweater over light jeans completed the look that read… well, perfection without a care in the world.
And her eyes were focused right on Brooke, her lips tugging into one of her soft smiles. With soft eyes to match.
Clenching her jaw, she turned to Savannah. “I’m just here for a quick lunch break.”
Blue eyes narrowed far too speculatively for her liking as Savannah hummed, before her voice took on a far-too-light tone. There was no tone she had that Brooke didn’t know; she’d known Savannah since before she could talk. “Well, I’ll go grab your scones, then.”
She waited until Savannah disappeared into the back before she took a deep breath and turned back to look at Taylor. Whose eyes and smile were still directed at her.
“How are you getting scones? I’ve heard her tell multiple customers she’s out.”
Brooke crossed her arms and walked closer; the bakery was typically fairly empty around lunch time – busy early in the morning and then again in the later afternoon just before it closed – but there was no reason to be shouting across the floor.
Taylor shifted back in her chair as Brooke approached, in order to look up at her. The action made her sweater ride up just a bit. Just enough to see a sliver of tanned, toned stomach –
Brooke quickly looked back up to Taylor’s eyes, which, she could tell, hadn’t missed a beat. Damn.
“She keeps some set aside for me and Marisa since she knows we come for them during lunch. Perks of knowing the owner.” She rolled her eyes, fondly, at the phrase Savannah often used when she saved her goodies for Brooke to grab later in the day.
Taylor’s eyes sparked with amusement. “I think the same thing about knowing the owner could be said for just about anyone in Faircombe, no?”
“It’s not the same,” Brooke insisted, narrowing her eyes.
It wasn’t the same, when she and Savannah were… well, friends, kind of. But also, family.
And that gaze went soft, easily, the teasing glint shifting so quickly. “I know.”
Stupid sharing time. Letting Taylor see more into her vulnerabilities than she should have, and…
“Well, now that I have you here – or should I say you have me here?” Taylor slowly tilted her head as if working out the logistics, before she shrugged. “I think I’m narrowing down criteria for the list, and I wanted to run some categories by you, get some thoughts.”
She took in the table for the first time, reminded of the similar situation when she’d seen Taylor in the kitchen the other week. That somehow, she only saw Taylor first, before taking in the whole of the area.
And the whole of this area was… Brooke sucked in a breath, the need to be organized crashing through her as she stared down in abject horror.
The tables in the bakery were small and round, designed for parties of two to share desserts. They were not designed for paperwork to be laid out on them or for any serious work to get done. Taylor had two tables pulled side-by-side, littered in different papers, her map spread out, but the top half was falling off of the edge of a table, and…
What she meant to say was something along the lines of, “About the list – we are professionals and we are working on a business matter together, so stop looking at me like you want to hug me in one of those full-bodied, softly rocking hugs you are ridiculously good at giving, which I know you likely want to do.”
But what came out was, “How in the hell do you get any work done like this?”
She expected some… quip. Some flippant Taylor remark or joke, but what she got was a light chuckle as Taylor admitted, “Not very well.”
Dark eyes left hers and looked over the documents, a clear look of strain weighing on her as she sighed over the state of what she was working on. A weighted look that was so – so not Taylor, and she didn’t like it.
“The conference table in my office is at least five times the size of this set-up,” the words left her without thought.
Taylor turned to look up at her, eyebrow arching in disbelief, even as a clearly pleased smile replaced that somewhat distressed look from moments ago. “You inviting me to work with you?”
“No, I just…” She trailed off helplessly, rolling her eyes at herself as she crossed her arms. “I mean, you wanted to work there, right?”
“Right. And you always give me just what I want,” she murmured, the incredulous humor lacing through her words not detracting at all from the way they slid heavily through Brooke.
“Look, do you want to work there or not? I’m not using the conference table or anything on that side of my office, really, since I don’t really have any meetings this week. You can do this and I’ll do my budget reviews, and at the end of the day, we can –” she gestured to the papers on the table.
And Taylor absolutely beamed up at her in a smile so crazily warm, Brooke wasn’t entirely certain that the sun hadn’t loaned Taylor a ray or two. How did she always do that?
“I’ll be there. And I’ll even let you touch my research and organize it the way you clearly desperately, achingly want to.” Taylor’s voice rasped low and twisted Brooke’s stomach into knots.
She scowled back at the unrepentant grin. “That won’t be necessary.”
Savannah cleared her throat from behind them – fucking Christ, how long had she been there? Not that they’d said anything… inappropriate, but somehow almost everything Taylor said to her felt inappropriate.
“Scones to go.” Savannah offered the bag on the counter, measuring eyes swinging back and forth between her and Taylor, amusement written all over her face. “Unless you’d rather have them for here?”
“No. To go,” her voice was clipped as she backed away from Taylor and grabbed the bag and headed for the door.
It was like she would never learn that nothing, when it came to Taylor, ever went according to plan.
***
Shockingly, Brooke realized, Taylor was not an obtrusive office partner. She’d really thought, given Taylor’s love of talking and laughing and joking and whatnot, that would be what she was dealing with.
She’d braced herself for it, dreading it, and ready to have to snap when her focus on her budget reviews would be broken.
But no.
She arrived Tuesday with coffees for the both of them, just after eleven.  
“I didn’t want to face morning Brooke unarmed.” She winked and slid the cup onto Brooke’s desk.
“Ha-ha,” Brooke deadpanned, leaning back in her chair, stretching her back. She’d been in the office since seven, since she’d gotten a bit behind the day before. Well, she’d been able to focus a bit better in the afternoon, but still. The large coffee she’d brought from home was empty, and she reached for the cup. “And it’s barely morning, anymore.”
Taylor shrugged, wiggling her eyebrows. “Technically, I think I have the win here. Ask any clock.”
Brooke shook her head and refused to grin as she took a tentative sip, eyebrows lifting in surprise.
Apparently not well-hidden, as Taylor laughed. “You’ve taken your coffee the same way since you were thirteen.” She sipped her own cup. “As the person who snuck you your first cup, I would know.”
“Oh.” It was a pleasant surprise, an unexpected warmth that settled in her stomach at that, as she blinked up at Taylor. “Right.”
“You don’t remember? You asked my parents for a cup when you’d come over for breakfast and they both gave you the spiel about stunting your growth or whatever, and –”
“You waited until they left and you gave me a mug,” she finished, slowly spinning the cup on her desk. The memory had been forgotten but not lost, as so many were.
At thirteen, she’d certainly felt like she was exhausted enough to be an adult. When she’d left her house early on a Saturday morning, after having stayed up most of the night listening to her parents fight and then crept around the house at dawn to clean up the remnants of their argument, she’d been dragging by the time the Vandenberg family had sat down to eat breakfast at eight.
She never quite told Ben Sr. or Amy – certainly not Taylor – about all of the details of her home life. She hadn’t wanted them to know everything, not more than they already knew. But she’d enviously watched Taylor down two cups of coffee as she’d sat next to her at the table. Taylor had sleep-heavy eyes and wore tiny shorts to sleep in, which were likely the biggest shot of adrenaline that had kept Brooke alert. And then Taylor had casually slid her a mug from a fresh pot of coffee. “Our secret, from one exhausted girl to another.”
She settled into the memory as she watched Taylor.
Brooke really didn’t often have people just in her office. She had meetings here. Ben sometimes came in for lunch. Marisa would sit in here at the end of the day while they had a bitch session about work.
But Taylor, standing in her boat shoes and fraying skinny jeans and black long-sleeved shirt all casual, as she observed Brooke’s space – her degrees on the wall behind her, notable mementos from events in town on the walls and on the shelves, a picture of Brooke with Ben Sr. on the steps of city hall on the first day of her job – felt off-kilter.
“Such a woman of importance. Look how big this office is,” Taylor’s voice took on that teasing tone and Brooke narrowed her eyes at it – which was kind of nice.
Familiar territory.
“Yeah, I’m a regular Queen of England.”
“Of Faircombe, for sure.”
Brooke rolled her eyes, but other than a grin, Taylor quietly set her stuff up on the conference table and just… went to work.
She didn’t sit. That was the first thing Brooke noticed only forty-five minutes in, when she should have been working on her reports.
Taylor didn’t sit. Instead, she arranged everything on the table – her laptop, spread out a map, the various pieces of paper she liked to write on, and stood there. She’d lean over and tap out something on her laptop and read. Or she’d take some notes. She’d slowly maneuver around, focused, but not sitting. 
“What’s the criteria?” She cursed herself for asking, but she was curious as to what Taylor was scribbling down on a piece of paper, leaning over just so, her ass looking unfairly good as she did so.
Taylor turned around, a pen being twirled between her fingers, full lips pursed into a small pout. “Huh?”
Brooke gestured at her. “The criteria. For the list. You said yesterday –”
“Right!” An excited gleam sparked in dark eyes as Taylor turned to select a paper from her pile, walking it to Brooke in a saunter, before she hitched her hip against the side of Brooke’s desk – the side she sat on, immediately too close and too comfortable being on this side of the desk, as she placed the paper in front of Brooke. “I’m thinking we rank every city in six major categories, and we can put them on a sliding scale, to narrow down the top.”
Population size – can’t be a small hidden gem if it’s actually pretty big
Demographics – how welcoming for minorities? What’s the commercialization look like?
Attractions – what makes this place special? What events set it apart? Why should someone go there?
Geography – what makes it interesting? Where are people going to want to go when they visit?
History – what makes this place what it is?
Vibe
“Vibe?!” The word fell from her mouth as annoyance up at Taylor, who was chuckling as she crossed her long legs at the ankle.
“I knew you’d love that.” Taylor chuckled, her hand reaching out, before she seemed to catch herself, and it dropped back to curl around the edge of Brooke’s desk.
Brooke scowled, disbelieving as she stared at Taylor. “I got the impression that you took this thing seriously. Did you just put that on there to get to me?”
Taylor’s gaze turned surprisingly sharp. “No, that’s entirely serious.” Brooke rolled her eyes and Taylor insisted, “When I’m scoping the towns out in person, I take into account how it makes me feel while I’m there. What kind of energy is a place putting out? Does it feel welcoming? What are the people like? These things matter to me.”
“Hmm,” Brooke sat back in her chair, pursing her lips. Fine, it was Taylor’s list and all. “As long as you didn’t put it on there just to screw with me.”
A sly smile tugged at Taylor’s mouth. “Scout’s honor. No matter how much fun I might have screwing with you.”
“You were never a girl scout.” Brooke tossed back, inhaling as she realized Taylor had scooted close enough for her to be enveloped in her perfume. “Ah, how are you going to know the “vibe” of a town?” 
“When we have it narrowed down, hopefully into the top twenty, I’ll start making a few trips. Quick ones, just to scope things out.” 
Okay, well that sounded entirely reasonable. “I, uh, actually had a few similar ideas for the list.” She pulled out the paper she’d neatly written her ideas on. “My ideas actually,” shockingly, “Aligned with most of yours in terms of what should count for the ranking system. And, if you want, I can probably knock off a handful of potentials for you with what I know off the top of my head.”
“I can assure you Brooke. I want,” Taylor murmured and long fingers dexterously spun the paper to face her as Taylor ducked down to look at it closely. One of those very capable fingers slid slowly over the information Brooke had written over the last few days.
Fuck, it lit her up inside. Just like that, just that simple.
Hastily, she slid the paper closer toward Taylor. “Here. Let’s get back to work.”
She let out a breath of relief as Taylor walked across the room. She wasn’t that easy to get worked up.
She wasn’t, because she refused to be.
***
Except, perhaps she was that easy to get worked up, but only with Taylor.
She wasn’t sure if that was a good thing – because how fucking awful would it be to have lived her entire adult life so far while getting so easy aroused? Or a bad thing – because one person having this power over her libido was…
Anyway.
Maybe if Taylor had never left Faircombe, Brooke wouldn’t be feeling the effects so strongly. She hadn’t had prolonged exposure to Taylor like this in such a long time, maybe it was extra potent now that she saw her with such frequency.
She didn’t know.
All she did know was that as of Friday afternoon, Taylor had taken Brooke’s suggestion to get back to work and did, indeed, go to work… and Brooke couldn’t do the same.
She’d tried, for the last three days, to keep her head down and work on her budget reviews.
And instead, her gaze kept turning toward Taylor.
The thing was this: for years, she’d assumed along with Ben that Taylor’s “work” on her blog was… well, playing around while flitting around the world.
And maybe that was true, in some instances. She didn’t really know.
But apparently, there was a very serious side of this whole thing that Brooke had never considered. Never had to consider, because she’d never seen it.
She’d made herself at home as Taylor seemed wont to do just about anywhere, over on the right side of Brooke’s office. And her focus on the list was absolute, other than the small handful of times she would look up and make a comment or a clarifying question to Brooke about Brooke’s notes.
She had her own crinkle, Brooke realized for the first time ever, after Taylor had pointed out her own weeks ago. A line down the center of her forehead as she scribbled notes down, consulting with her laptop, occasionally murmuring to herself.
Taylor was – she had a studious side, here. Focused and decisive and sharp. And seeing that in action…
Brooke squirmed in her chair, recrossing her legs.
You did this to yourself, she scolded herself. She’d quite literally invited Taylor into her office in spite of this beyond her control, utterly ridiculous attraction and –
“Brooke, I think you’re making a mistake by wanting to cross off Desivere from the potentials list. It fits almost all of the criteria perfectly and could be worth a visit when I’m in the area,” Taylor spoke from the other side of the room, where she – once again – stood over the table.
Brooke looked away just in time for Taylor to look at her.
Taking her time, she looked back up, as she shook her head, rolling her eyes; she knew what she was talking about, here. “Come on. Desivere, Louisiana doesn’t have anything more special than half of the other places listed for Louisiana, and both the mayor and the city manager are huge assholes.” She scowled, thinking about the interactions she’d had with them at a past conference, in terms of both the comments they’d made and their behaviors after hours. “Trust me.”
Taylor bit the inside of her lip as she weighed Brooke’s words, that studious look on her face melding with contemplation. Before she flashed a half smile. “I do. Another one bites the dust.”
Brooke resolutely looked back down at her work instead of at Taylor as she started working again. Reports. Budget reports. She wasn’t behind on them, but only because she’d been taking them home to work on for an hour or two in the relatively un-distracting company of her cats.
She’d never once not finished these reports by a Friday afternoon and she wasn’t about to start now.
“From sixty-three potentials down to twenty-nine in a single week. Now that’s what I call progress,” Taylor announced, in an annoyingly attractive triumphant tone.
“Faircombe still on there?” She couldn’t help but ask.
“Sure… Caseton, too,” Taylor laughingly confirmed.
Brooke narrowed her eyes, clicking on a new file. Caseton.
“Narrowing down the other cities will be a little tougher; I might have to pick your brain a little bit more. But I bet you’re up to the task. I’ll email you the lucky semi-finalists tonight?”
There was that serious business-like voice again. Fuck. Brooke nodded, clearing her throat. “Sounds good.”
Taylor traced her finger over the map she had spread out, her voice full of excitement as she said, “I’ll be leaving soon, then.”
The words shot through Brooke, making her sit up straight. “Leave?” 
“Mm yeah, for the list. I can do short day trips throughout December to check out most of these potential places, but nine or ten of them,” Taylor slid her finger over the map even though from Brooke’s angle, she couldn’t see where, exactly, “Are a little out of range for a day trip from Faircombe.” She frowned, her bottom lip poking into a thoughtful pout. “So I figure I can head out and take a trip – soon, actually. Probably in a week or so, after I figure out some logistics – for maybe ten days? And really make some headway here.”
“You really have thought this out,” she murmured, a little surprised still, at how Taylor really did have it all so put together. 
Taylor grinned. “It is what I do. And, honestly, I was a little concerned that I wouldn’t be able to take a good trip to check these places out if I didn’t get the list narrowed down soon, so that is thanks to you.”
She really meant that, Brooke could tell. She cleared her throat, shrugging as she looked back at her computer screen. “I mean, I just gave you some ideas. And work space.”
“Exactly. And you thought we wouldn’t make a good team together.”
Still refusing to look up, Brooke stared at her computer, at the numbers. Even as she rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say that.”
“Oh, so you thought we would be a good team together?” Taylor cajoled.
Brooke scowled; she’d walked right into that.
“I have to say – I was shocked when you invited me to work here.” There was a sincerity that crept into Taylor’s words. Brooke felt heat crawl up her neck as she highlighted the next section of allocations to overview. Taylor continued, “Actually, a part of me was surprised when you agreed to work with me on this. But I thought that the topic might turn you on.”
“Well, given how uncomfortable you make me, I can’t imagine why,” she muttered, rolling her eyes at Taylor’s turn of phrase – and the wink she was positive that accompanied it.  
There was a pregnant pause as Brooke slowly continued to plug in more numbers to her review.
“I make you uncomfortable?” Taylor finally spoke, her voice quiet and so atypically quizzical, it threw Brooke.
Enough that she couldn’t stop herself from looking up, at a loss to figure out what exactly happened to throw off their usual back and forth.
Taylor was leaning back against the conference table, her hands twisted together in front of her as she stared at Brooke, the picture of confusion. “Is it because of San Diego?”
Agitated, stomach clenching at the reminder of their night in San Diego – as it always did, every single time the night popped into her head. Which was far too often, especially in the last week. Since Taylor had started coming around City Hall and leaning in all close and –  
Brooke cleared her throat and shrugged, starting to mirror Taylor’s confusion. “No? It’s just, you know, you.”
She expected some sort of snappy teasing comment, and once again she got none. Instead, she was met with a resounding silence that sounded like no other experience she’d had with Taylor. Not even in the times in the last week where they’d worked together, where she’d seen that side of Taylor that was focused and diligent.
She lifted her head to look at Taylor in question, confused at the lack of Taylor-ness. 
Taylor’s hands had fallen to land on her thighs. They looked lifeless, Brooke thought errantly, which was stupid. They were hands. But Taylor’s were often reaching for something – her, usually, if they were in the same room. But even just in gestures, fiddling with pens, twisting a lock of her hair…  
Big, brown eyes focused on her, and the clear hurt in them only added to her confusion. Those doe eyes looked absolutely wounded, blinking as if totally shocked. Like she was in pain.
Brooke’s stomach twisted now, harder, for an entirely different reason. She didn’t think she’d ever seen that look on Taylor, not directed at her. No quip on the tip of her tongue, no mischievous glint anywhere even near her. It was just so strange to see, she couldn’t make heads or tails of it.
But she didn’t enjoy it.
And she definitely didn’t like being the cause of it.
“What’s going on?” There was an urgency in her own voice that she couldn’t quite tone down. What the hell had she missed?
“I make you uncomfortable?” Taylor’s voice was barely above a whisper, her eyes intense as she stared from across the room. “Just, me? Even without comments about…” she trailed off, the consternation on her face clear.
Brooke released a breath, shaking her head as her shoulders slumped ever so slightly in relief. That was it? Rolling her eyes, she shifted forward and picked up her pen again. “Come on, Taylor. Like that’s some sort of surprise.”
No. Taylor was always so good at reading people, Brooke was positive she couldn’t be that different.
“It is a surprise, okay?” Taylor snapped, her voice a thousand different shades of emotion, but none of them good. “It – I never thought that.”
Brooke gave her a look, disbelief settling inside of her. “You’re one of the most intuitive people in the world.” Even as she hated to use words like intuitive, she couldn’t deny it. “Come on. It’s what we do. It’s our… thing.”
God, maybe they were spending too much time together, if she was starting to say things like that.
“What, I talk, I… exist, and you feel uncomfortable? Uneasy?” Taylor’s tone notched up, incredulous.
Dark brown eyes bore into Brooke’s, the shock and upset so apparent in them. Then Taylor closed her eyes tightly and she both missed the intense look and was glad it was no longer on her at the same time.
White teeth dug into Taylor’s plush bottom lip as she shook her head, and her eyes opened again, confusion apparent in them. “I always thought our thing was that I tease and make you annoyed.”
“Is it really that different?” Brooke was honestly perplexed, and she failed to see the connection. Or why Taylor seemed to be getting so worked up. Brooke tugged her hands through her hair, vexed. “What’s the problem?”
“The problem,” agitation, a hurt and frantic energy, colored Taylor’s words, “Is that I always thought that we were comfortable together, in our own way.”
Taylor pushed off the perch she’d taken up at the table, her movements less graceful than Brooke had ever seen, and she stared, at a loss for words at the turn of their afternoon.
Taylor shook her head and turned to start gathering the papers she’d spread over the table in her claimed workspace for the last few days. “I teased you and it was fun because I thought – yes, okay, it frustrated you. But then you would make those little smiles like you also enjoyed it, on one level.” Taylor efficiently had gathered all of the notes and folded her map expertly, stacking everything in a quick pile, before she snapped her laptop closed.
“But it’s really not the same thing knowing that – that this whole time, you’ve been uncomfortable around me.” Taylor’s voice was raw, her movements jerky as she put her work into the tote bag she’d left here. “At the base of it all, I always thought we were friends. Or something.” The word left her and instead of the flirty, playful way she’d always said it before, like an insinuation, it dripped from Taylor’s lips full of hurt. “But I was – I was just way off, this whole time.”
She stood, pulling the straps of the bag over her shoulder, as she stared at Brooke from across the room and repeated solemnly, “It’s not the same thing at all.”
Brooke stared at her, still reeling and uncomprehending the turn that had happened in the last five minutes. “What are you doing?”
“I won’t sit in here and work with you, after you said that my very presence makes you uncomfortable,” Taylor stared at her, seeming offended that Brooke believed otherwise.
“What about the project?”
“I’ll keep doing the project on my own. You were right; I usually do work alone.”
“I thought you wanted me to help?” Why are you even fighting this? She questioned herself. This was exactly what she should want. For Taylor to do this segment and include Faircombe – at least, keep it on the potential list – without adding to her pile of things to do.
But it was the way Taylor looked. It wasn’t something she wanted to care about, because she hadn’t done anything other than be unthinkingly honest and wasn’t that what Taylor wanted, all of the time? Talking about feelings and honesty?
Her comment, though, had clearly hurt Taylor. Enough that the sight of the shine in her eyes dug at Brooke deep in her stomach.
“I did want your input!” Taylor blew out a deep breath, closing her eyes and pressing her fingertips over them, before she opened them a few seconds later. “But, I’m not here to force you into spending time with me when it makes you feel unsettled and uncomfortable. That’s the last thing I want to impose on anyone. Especially not someone I care about.”
She turned and pulled the office door behind her closed with a resounding click, leaving Brooke blinking widely after her, her stomach twisting painfully. 



Chapter Ten
 
Taylor was more restless than she could remember being in… decades.
This feeling that burrowed deep into her stomach and made her feel jittery, ready to go, seemed to have been somewhat muted, in the last few weeks. She’d kept busy with Savannah, with Jo, with her list, with… Brooke.
And somehow, that business had seemed to stave off the need to wander more than Taylor would have thought.
But she’d barely slept through the night, her stomach twisting with Brooke’s words. Given how uncomfortable you make me.
And the longer she’d been up, those words and the sentiment behind them eating her up inside, the more this need to leave had taken up residence inside of her. She was an expert at packing; she could be gone and on a plane to anywhere in less than three hours. It would solve a lot of her problems – no more awkward silences with Ben, no more Taylor Trouble comments, no more forcing Brooke into situations that made her uncomfortable.
Fuck.
Brooke’s dismissive tone as she’d said it, that’s what she couldn’t get over. How she’d said Taylor made her uncomfortable, like it just was. Like Taylor wouldn’t have cared at all if Brooke ever said that to her.
She didn’t often question herself. But all she could do since last night was question her relationship with Brooke, obsessively. She didn’t know what she’d done to cause the root of that discomfort. It’s just, you know, you.
It made her sick, to think that for how long? Years? Forever? That Brooke had felt that way around her – uncomfortable, uneasy, unsettled. All the times Taylor unthinkingly – or deliberately – touched her, teased her, and the whole time, Brooke didn’t want any part of it.
She pressed a hand over her stomach to attempt to calm the churning. Brooke’s scowls and frowns… somehow she’d misread them all.
God.
She wanted to leave, but she couldn’t leave, because she’d promised Savannah. And Taylor didn’t break a promise, especially not when it came to being there for someone she cared about. Never that.
And Savannah wasn’t even here. She’d gone into Memphis to meet with one of the vendors that supplied for her bakery, and when Taylor had offered – begged, really – to go with her on the hour-long road trip to just get away this morning, Savannah had essentially flown out the door and encouraged her to stay back and “help Ben with fixing up the guest room for when Mom and Dad come to visit later this week. You two could use today to, you know, bond!”
Taylor snorted at that, tapering off into a contemplative frown. Just one of the latest attempts in Savannah trying to push her and Ben to spend more time together in the last five weeks – something that had been increasingly obvious in Savannah’s many suggestions of, “You know, you don’t have to worry about coming by the bakery for closing; you can just, you know, enjoy having dinner with Ben and Jo!”
Savannah throwing too many you know’s into a sentence was an easy way to tell when her little sister was up to something.
If she didn’t know better by seeing Savannah in the moments she thought Taylor didn’t see – like when she would pause after taking something out of the oven at the bakery and put her hand over her lower stomach as it making sure the peanut was still there, or how she would stare wistfully into the office that she’d yet to let Taylor start rearranging for the nursery out of fear of jinxing anything – she’d think this entire thing was some sort of extremely random ruse.
She just didn’t have it in her to sit in her brother’s silence today, even if putting together the new bookshelves and desk for the guest room would give her something to do.
Instead, she sat in the parlor, watching the gray, rainy Saturday afternoon skies drown out Faircombe’s usual weekend liveliness. She’d had her laptop open earlier, because the first thing she’d done this morning was plan out her trip for the list. 
She’d start out in Louisiana, and then travel along through the southernmost parts of Mississippi, Alabama, and Georgia, before looping back up into eastern Tennessee. Planning the ten day getaway was all that she’d been able to focus on throughout the night; the need to breathe eating away at her. 
Really, the only reason she was making herself hold out until next Saturday to leave instead of today, was because Savannah’s birthday was Friday, and their parents were coming up for a couple of days. Which was also when Savannah planned to make the announcement. 
Her sister's nervous-yet-excited laugh when she’d announced to Taylor a few days ago as they were laying on their yoga mats after a session, “I’m at twelve weeks! My birthday will be thirteen, which means… it’s safe. Safe to tell them,” with the look of wonder that had crossed her face – a wonder at making it to a second trimester that she’d never made it to in the years she’d been married. 
No matter how Taylor was feeling now, she didn’t want to miss that announcement. Especially not when Savannah had reached over to squeeze her fingers and asked, “You’re… will you still stay? Until your next trip, anyway?” Sounding like she, for all of the world, wanted her to. 
When she’d squeezed her sister's hand back and promised, “Of course. I said I would, before.” She’d meant it. 
But that was also when she’d been loving the prospect of working with Brooke, working in her office during the days. Getting up in the morning and swinging by for a coffee and fresh pastry for breakfast with her sister before heading to Brooke’s office to bounce ideas around with Brooke and enjoy her sharp commentary – Taylor didn’t need to be talked into sticking around for that for a little longer. 
With the feeling in the pit of her stomach now, though… 
“Hey! I was wondering where you were. Did you know that men wore makeup in Egypt, too?” Jo bounded into the room, hands on her hips as she came to a stop in front of her.
Taylor took in a deep breath through her nose and slowly breathed it out, before she forced her lips into a smile as she angled her head up at her niece. “Honestly, Bug, I think you’re losing your touch. Your last fact, about pharaohs being buried with servants, was way more interesting.”
Jo’s blue eyes rolled, before she dropped down to sit on the window seat next to her. “I didn’t actually think I was going to win any points with that one, I was just saying.”
“Hmm, okay. Liar,” she teased, poking her thumb into Jo’s ribs.
She scoffed, then squealed, trying to wiggle out of the way. “Stop! Mercy! Uncle!”
“I’m your aunt!” She poked faster, bringing up her second hand to get Jo’s left side, unearthing more reluctant laughter.
It was enough to make her smile turn into something that was genuine for the first time all day.
“Aunt! Aunt!” Jo cried, batting at Taylor’s hands until she relented.
Together, they slumped down against the window, the glass cool against Taylor’s back.
Jo kicked her foot out against hers, letting out a sigh. “You left here when you were eighteen, right?”
Taylor kicked her foot back. “Nineteen,” she corrected, thinking back to the day. “But only just.”
Her birthday was in early September, which had meant she’d just missed the cutoff to start kindergarten with most of the kids in her same year. She’d turned eighteen right at the start of her senior year of high school, and nineteen in the September after she’d graduated.
Less than a month later, she’d packed a bag and a suitcase and had been gone.
Jo let out a pensive sigh, a frown tugging at her lips. “I want to, too.”
Taylor could only nod at the feeling she could truly understand all too well. “There’s a lot of world out there to see,” she said, softly. “And it’s pretty great.” She turned to look at Jo more closely, seeing a feeling she really did understand written all over her downturned face. “How’re the kids at school?”
Jo shrugged, carefully deliberate. “I guess fine. I just… I don’t know.”
Taylor wrapped her arm around Jo’s shoulders, because she knew how much Jo had really been struggling since Ben’s divorce the previous year, since Teresa had moved a couple towns over with her new boyfriend. The times she got teased in school for being a history nerd, the squabbles she sometimes got in. Unlike her dad, Jo loved to share how she felt with Taylor.
“I know it’s not easy. But a few more years, and the world is your oyster.”
Jo nodded slowly, before she turned her head and an excited gleam lit up her baby blues. “Can you make me my own list? Of, like, the top ten best places to go for history stuff?”
Taylor’s smile was nothing but genuine. “Absolutely. Trust me, I’m a pro. I’ll start you out in Italy, I think.” She could see it now, and the imagery just made her so incredibly wistful, reflecting in her voice. “We can go to St. Mark’s Basilica, Herculaneum, Villa d’Este… it’s so gorgeous. Intricate designs, structures from centuries past; you’ve never seen anything like it. You’ll love it.”
Jo stared up at her in wonder. “Can we go like, now?”
“You can go work on your project, like, now,” Ben said lightly, his voice teasing with a hint of serious undertone to it as he stepped into the doorway. “What was that whole spiel you gave me about how you want Summer and Courtney to sleepover tonight and how all your homework would be done by the afternoon? You do know it’s after three and I noticed a lot of blank spots on some worksheets in the kitchen.”
Jo rolled her eyes again, giving a groan that was mostly all exaggeration as she slowly heaved her body up and dragged her feet across the floor. “I’m seriously almost done. I swear.”
“Time’s a-ticking.” Ben tapped his finger against his wrist, even as he winked.
Jo hesitated in the doorway, turning to look at Taylor before she left the room. “Tomorrow morning, though, can we–”
“You, me, and your friends can convene in the den for a yoga session,” she nodded, relishing in the bright smile that lit up Jo’s face. Ever since she’d walked into the den and seen Savannah doing yoga with Taylor – grumbling, but doing it – she’d been hooked on joining them. And, now, had invited her friends to join after their sleepover. 
“Cool! And then later you can tell us all about your Antarctica trip,” she added, before hustling out of the room. 
Ben waited until Jo had rounded the corner before he leaned against the doorway and bit the inside of his lip, before letting out a long, pleading breath. “Could you maybe not encourage her to go running from Faircombe the second she hits eighteen?”
Taylor mirrored her niece’s eyeroll, before she shook her head at herself and her current mood. “I’m not encouraging her to run away. But what’s the harm in talking to her about the world beyond Faircombe?”
God, she really did not have it in her for this today.
Ben reached up and rubbed his temples, closing his eyes tightly as he sighed. “Taylor, Jo already thinks you are the coolest person in the world. The last thing she needs is you telling her where she should high-tail it off to. Please,” there was a sincere begging note, tinged with exasperation.
Exasperated herself, and with absolutely no patience to deal with it the way she normally would she rolled her shoulders. “I was just talking to her, Ben. I’m not getting her a passport.” She tilted her head, thoughtfully. “Though, it wouldn’t be the worst idea.”
Apparently, the wrong thing to say.
Her brother walked farther into the room, likely to avoid being overheard, as he crossed his arms, tension radiating off of him. “You have no idea what I’ve been dealing with here for the last year, as a single parent. No idea. The last thing we need is for you to come on in and make it any more difficult before you jet on out again.”
Her already knotted-up stomach rolled again, offense and irritation twisting together inside of her as she stood to face him, tossing her arms up, defenselessly. “I’m not trying to make anything more difficult!”
Groaning, she reached up to rub at her eyes. They felt gritty and tired, and… she was too worn down for this, right now.
She blew out a sigh, shrugging, as she tried to quash the crappy feelings roiling around inside of her. “You’re right. I’m not a parent, and I don’t know what that’s like.” Still. She squared her shoulders, aiming her brother a beseeching look. “But I do know what it’s like to be a thirteen-year-old girl in Faircombe, who feels like she has very little control over her life. Especially a thirteen-year-old girl whose mom left.”
Ben’s jaw clenched hard enough that she could see it, as he hissed, “Teresa and I got a divorce. She didn’t just leave. Not like –” He cut himself off, the heat in his words coming to an abrupt finish as he bit the inside of his cheek.
And all she could do was stare as she felt it like a slap in the face, the sting of what he didn’t say slamming into her with a bruising intensity.
“What? Not like my mom left me?” Taylor swallowed hard, and as easy as it was for her to often swallow what came her way, to take what was thrown at her on the chin and in good spirits, this hurt. It was something she’d healed over, but it wasn’t just a scar she lived with, it was her biggest scar. And like all scars, it still hurt when picked at.
She nodded slowly, having to clear her throat against the heavy feeling there. The words felt like they were scraped out of her throat, “Nice. Thanks a lot.”
Normally, she managed to rein in her temper and her emotions with Ben, even when he made his offhanded remarks. But she felt so raw after everything Brooke had said and now this and she just couldn’t. The last five weeks of being here, of the awkward silences and tense moments spilled over like the bursting of a champagne bottle being opened.
Too fucking much.
Spinning on her heel, she headed for the front door, not pausing for a second when she heard Ben quickly followed her. “Taylor, wait. Please.”
She didn’t say anything in response as she opened the front door.
“Taylor,” his hand was light on her shoulder, hesitant, and easy to shrug off. It might have been the most emotion she’d gotten from him in years, and the thought almost made her laugh, if she hadn’t been closer to crying.
The itch to just go was so strong, she couldn’t have stayed in the house for another minute, not like this. It didn’t matter that it was pouring, or that the weather had started notching down officially into chilly territory.
It didn’t matter that she couldn’t go to Savannah’s, because her sister wasn’t home and the key Taylor had to her place was tossed on the table next to her bed.
All that mattered was that her feet were moving and she was going, even if it was just to elsewhere in Faircombe.
She wrapped her arms around her waist, shivering, as she turned to go to her old stomping grounds. Through the woods on the east side of town, she picked her way along a familiar path. Still familiar, even if she hadn’t walked it in decades.
That irritation, hurt, and overall just awful feeling that sluiced through her veins dulled as she walked, but didn’t disappear. All of the thoughts, about her mother and about this town, things she’d felt she’d truly put to bed years ago, circling her mind.
But she guessed maybe there were some things you could never truly put away for good.
This was it, wasn’t it? It felt like she’d been waiting since the moment she’d arrived in Faircombe last month. Waiting for what, she couldn’t have said. But it was for this shoe to drop. For things to go bad, the way she’d just felt like they would from the second she’d agreed to this.
Taylor lifted a hand up and pushed her hair back, the long strands dripping wet from the rain, as she made her way down an increasingly muddy path.
Before long, the house came into view, and the sight of it – well, it was oddly such a comfort after the last couple of days.
The house back here in the woods had always been her go-to place, from the moment she’d found it when she’d been thirteen and traipsing through the woods after school. The cabin had been abandoned, long before Taylor had been born. Growing up, she’d asked her parents about it, because she’d just loved it here, even as it was so run down, certain parts of the floor were rotting out.
And though her dad had warned her not to go out here – too far from people and not safe to hang out in – she’d never listened. The fact that it was far enough from people that it had been peaceful had been half the draw.
She’d spent years exploring this old cabin inside and out, turning to it whenever she’d needed time away or even just to hang out.
Wrapping her arms around herself in a useless effort to ward off the chill in the air, exacerbated by the fact that she was only wearing a thin long-sleeved t-shirt that was now completely soaked through, she slowly approached.
It only occurred to her when she walked closer – too difficult to see through the rain – that the porch wasn’t the same as it had been from her youth. Back then, it had been worn down and dilapidated, the wood had been rotting, with half of the railing having fallen off.
The wood was new, she noted, pausing before she could walk up and, apparently, trespass. It was all new, perfectly restored, and, her teeth chattered as she narrowed her eyes to see better, there were twin rocking chairs at the far end.
God, the one thing she’d wished stayed the same in this town, had changed!
Where was she supposed to go?
She didn’t – she didn’t have somewhere to turn to in an event like this. That realization, that for the first time in her life, she didn’t have somewhere to fall back on to just feel… at home, slammed into her like a freight train, and she trembled with it, frozen, outside of her cabin.
Well, someone else’s cabin.
For someone who’d lived without a place to call home in many years, for the first time, she felt adrift.
She almost jumped out of her skin – fuck, she felt so… on edge – as the screen door pushed open, and Brooke stepped onto the porch, protected from the rain by the wooden awning.
Taylor took half a step back, blinking a few times just to double check that she wasn’t seeing things.
But no. Hair down and the most relaxed Taylor had ever seen her in adulthood, in black joggers and a sweatshirt, stood Brooke B. Watson.
The shock that coursed through her was actually a welcome relief from the pummeling sensations that had been twisting through her since yesterday.
Brooke’s hazel eyes widened, surprise evident, as they focused on her through the downpour between them, her voice just loud enough to be heard over it, “Taylor?”
“What are you doing here?” The question slipped out, as the surprise still hadn’t quite worn off. Her throat still felt tight and scratchy and she wondered if Brooke had even heard her.
Brooke stepped sock covered feet onto the dry porch, closing the door as she crossed her arms. “I live here. What are you doing here?”
“I just – I used to come here.” She gestured to the house, dumbstruck. Brooke lived in her house. “I was…”
Trying to escape? Trying to find something, somewhere, that feels like an anchor? Because somehow, after being in this town for a month, it finally feels like I need something to hold onto but I don’t have anything?
She didn’t know, and she shrugged, her arms falling uselessly to her sides.
All she did know was that the look that crossed over Brooke’s face as she took a step closer to the edge of the porch wasn’t one she was familiar with at all. Her eyebrows were drawn down, with that little line between them, but this time not from scowling. From, what looked like, concern.
“Come in,” Brooke’s voice was low and it wasn’t a question. It was both commanding and coaxing. As much coaxing as Brooke did, anyway.
Ben’s words circled around in her head, and the truth of the matter that he never voiced aloud settled low inside of her. He didn’t want her here. He didn’t want to talk to her, ever. He didn’t want her to even talk to Jo, not substantially.
And what felt more important than that in this very moment, was that Brooke didn’t really want her here, either.
That thought – uncomfortable, uncomfortable, uncomfortable – circled around and around in her head now, and she wrapped her arms even tighter around herself. Not that it mattered; the chill in the air was harsh but miniscule to how that thought made her feel inside.
“No.” She shook her head. “I’ll go.”
“Taylor, stop. Just, come in.” Brooke walked closer to the railing, her voice softer as she stared at Taylor with alarm. “Please.” She appeared almost anxious.
Then again, she’d clearly been so, so incredibly wrong when it came to Brooke, she sort of doubted her ability to read the woman in front of her at all.
She took half a step back. “I don’t want to invade your space –”
Brooke cut her off swiftly with a look. “Taylor, it’s raining and it’s cold and you’re soaked and you don’t even have a damn jacket on. Would you get inside the house before I really do get upset?”
Once again, sure it sounded curt, but also – caring. And that was one of the only thoughts that had given her any warmth all day.
You show that you care in the weirdest ways. The comment almost slipped out. It would have slipped out, if this had been yesterday morning. Before their conversation.
The thought immediately soured the slight warmth.
But she could see in the set of Brooke’s jaw and the way she carefully eyed Taylor, that she would be genuinely more agitated if she turned and left right now. And… there was nowhere else to go.
“You sure sound a little upset already,” she quietly pointed out as she stepped onto the porch.
Making sure to keep a distance between them, she carefully walked around Brooke, who opened the door for her and ushered her inside.
The hit of warmth was immediate and she only realized as she was shivering just how cold she’d been outside, as she stood in the small entry hallway, feeling uncharacteristically uncertain of what exactly to do with herself. Uncertain of how to take up the space around her.
Brooke’s hands fidgeted, twisting together as she stared at Taylor, her eyes still wide and searching. “You just – I’ll be right back with a towel.”
Brooke disappeared up the stairs to their left, and Taylor breathed out a sigh, as she peered around.
The floors were all refurbished, the hard wood gleaming. She followed the short hall forward, peeking into what she knew was the kitchen. Unlike what she remembered, all of the counters and the cabinets were refinished and a small, antique table sat in the center of the room.
Something was cooking – Brooke liked to cook, a new fun fact she’d learned during these Sunday dinners – and the house smelled delicious.
Warm and homey.
Brooke owned what was likely her favorite place in Faircombe. The absurdity, the coincidence, everything just made her shake her head in wonder as she slowly wandered into the next room, the largest one in the house. 
She’d always wondered what it would be – a living room? A study? A library?
She saw that Brooke had made it into all three. A sizable den, but still smaller than most of the rooms in Taylor’s childhood home. Not big enough to be drafty, but enough that it felt filled without being too full. A plush, comfortable looking couch sat with her bookshelves and her television, two chairs set up in front of the crackling fireplace.
It felt like Brooke. Like she lived here.
Taylor jolted out of her thoughts, her exploration coming to an abrupt halt when something brushed up against her leg. Looking down, she met big, curious eyes that stared up at her, and despite the maelstrom of disappointment and guilt and hurt and – god, she could hardly decipher what else, twisting through her, a smile tugged up her lips automatically. “Hi, there. Aren’t you a cutie?”
Squatting down, she let the cat sniff her hand. Mostly black fur, shot through with minute streaks of orange that gave the cat a mischievous look, the cat headbutted against her hand, before purring. Permission to pet granted.
“I know I’m a little, well, soaked from the rain. I bet you don’t like that,” she murmured. “I don’t love it either.”
She only realized as she stroked her hand over the soft fur and looked closer at the couch that there were two others, snuggled up on one of the cushions.
Brooke Watson, the owner of multiple cats.
She never would have guessed.
The stairs creaked and she turned just in time to see Brooke appear in the doorway. God, how much she wanted to tease her about being a cat owner. Surprising softie Brooke Watson, animal lover.
Her mouth stayed closed, trapping in the comment.
“I brought some clothes for you to change into. They’re, uh, fresh from the dryer.” Brooke stood behind her, shifting from foot to foot – acting somewhat rather uncharacteristically, herself – as she held a stack of clothing. A towel at the bottom, and what looked like sweatpants and a t-shirt on top.
“Thanks,” she whispered, giving the cat in front of her another scratch.
Which drew Brooke’s gaze, causing her to give a double take, her mouth falling open, before she grumbled, “Of course Gremlin likes you.”
The name made Taylor pause, before her lips ticked up into a grin. “Gremlin?”
The second Brooke took a step closer to actually offer the clothing to her, Gremlin brushed herself against Taylor’s hand once more, before taking off like a shot out of the room. And Brooke gestured as if to say well, there you go. “She’s a gremlin. Cute, sure, but once I fed her after midnight, it was impossible to make her behave again,” she finished, voice dry.
“I like her,” Taylor stated as she stood.
“You would,” Brooke shot back, narrowing her eyes that had that glint in them, and for that moment, things felt normal.
Before she remembered that she shouldn’t be here.
As if Brooke could sense her hesitation, she thrust the clothing stack to her. “Here, just – get changed. And don’t argue.”
“So demanding,” the comment slipped out, but Brooke was sliding the den doors closed to leave Taylor to get dressed.
The sweatpants hung above her ankles and the hem of the shirt brushed just above her hips, even as the rest of the fit was loose on her. But they were warm, and mostly, they smelled like Brooke.
It was more of an instinctual comfort than she’d realized it would be, her body automatically settling in at ease at being wrapped up in the warm, clean, Brooke’s clothing.
But she didn’t know quite what to do with that, given how the last day had turned out.
There was a sharp knock on the door only moments later, before it slid open again. She turned to face Brooke, as she ran the towel through her hair to dry as best she could. “You didn’t wait to see if I was decent,” she pointed out, teasing.
Before – fuck. She had no idea how to cut that out. She just didn’t, and she drew in on herself, frowning at the thought as she took a step back. As if distance would help her with that.
“I figured… I mean. It’s been, like, five minutes, it doesn’t take that long to get dressed!” Brooke insisted. “And I just wanted to grab your clothes and throw them in the laundry.”
“You don’t have to,” she insisted, as she held her clothes in a wet ball with the arm that she wasn’t using to dry her hair.
Brooke just shot her a look as she reached out and took the clothes from her. Before she pointed at the comfy looking couch in front of the fireplace. “Well, I am. So you just, go sit down.”
She complied with the order as Brooke went back up the stairs. She wished she could ask to see it up there; she’d never been able to see the second floor in her youth, because those stairs had completely rotted out. But – that felt completely out of bounds, now.
Stomach twisting, she sat on the edge of the couch, closest to the fire, as she still shivered. The cats on the other cushion both lifted their heads to observe her momentarily before settling back down, like they knew it was a lazy Saturday.
She shouldn’t be here, she thought again, as she stared around at Brooke’s space. Her private space, where she’d clearly been relaxing by herself earlier.
And here she was, inserting herself into Brooke’s private space. Even if it was unintentional.
That feeling, the feeling of being unmoored, sat heavily on her shoulders as she stared into the fire.
“Okay.” Brooke’s voice was quiet, and Taylor didn’t even realize she’d returned until that moment, as Brooke sat on the middle cushion, between the cats and her. “Do you want to… talk about, uh, it?”
Taylor stared in surprise, because the last thing she’d expected, really, was Brooke wanting to dive into what they’d talked about yesterday. Her feelings around Taylor making her unc–
“You know. Why you showed up here, in the middle of the woods, during a storm, freezing your ass off?” Brooke clarified, clearing her throat as she stared intently at Taylor.
Okay. Not talking about her own feelings. Which was maybe better. Maybe Taylor didn’t even want to dive into those right now, not while she was feeling so wrung out.
She did want to talk about it; the conversation with Ben played through her mind and she wanted to just purge it from her system. But… she shook her head, biting hard at her bottom lip to stop any words from pouring out, as they crawled up her throat.
“No.”
Brooke arched her eyebrow in disbelief. “You don’t want to talk about it?”
“Not to you,” she pushed out, her throat aching. “Not,” she took in a deep breath and blew it out, trying to calm the twisting of her stomach, the lurching in her chest, “With you.”
She stared down at her hands, before she turned just enough to see the look on Brooke’s face. As if Taylor’s words had hurt her. Which was new.
She looked away. “I had an argument with Ben. And given that I kind of know exactly where you’re going to land on this discussion, since you and Ben have always felt the same way about everything…” She swallowed hard, “About me… I’d rather not discuss it. Because I already know how you’ll feel.”
And she just – she couldn’t handle it right now. Taylor could handle most things and she could handle them by herself; she’d been doing it for her entire adult life since striking out on her own. But hearing Brooke weigh in on her in the same manner that Ben did, right now when she still felt the ache of it, she couldn’t. Something about it would break her, and she knew it.
Brooke gave her a long, searching look, eyebrows furrowed. “You know, you can talk to me. About stuff.”
A sad smile played on her lips, as she whispered, “Not really, though.”
She’d thought maybe they could, after Brooke had shared her story about her mother. But that was maybe their first real meaningful conversation in a long, long time. Maybe ever.
Brooke’s expression fell and she twisted her hands together in front of her. “I mean… you’re kind of stuck here until the rain passes. And I know you. I know you want to talk things out.”
She guessed Brooke paid more attention to certain things about her than she’d thought.
“You can pretend, then.” Brooke nodded with the words, a certainty lighting up those intense hazel eyes. “You can pretend I’m someone you want to unload on. A stranger.”
A stranger.
Dangerous words, she would loved to tease, but didn’t. Not just for Brooke’s sake this time, but for her own. She couldn’t tease about that night in San Diego, not now. Not when she questioned every step of it.
Taylor drew her lips tightly together, twisting into a frown as she stared hard at the fire. And even though she meant to comment on the day, on Ben, on Jo, on Savannah going to Memphis without her – anything, what came out instead was, “Do you know how I found out Amy wasn’t my birth mother?”
“What?” Brooke’s surprise was palpable.
And Taylor hadn’t even intended to go there, either, but it was – it was just everything. It was being here in Faircombe for so long, it was seeing all of these reminders of her past, it was her fight with Ben, all coming together, demanding an escape. Demanding to be spoken aloud.  
She couldn’t turn and look at Brooke. She couldn’t, as she felt the words bubble up.
“I found out Amy wasn’t my birth mother from Kenny Rickards, when I was six. He told me at recess one day.” She could still remember it, so clearly, decades later. “His mom talked about it at home, because – well, everyone knows everything about everyone else here, don’t they?” She let out a dry laugh, shaking her head before she pressed her forehead to her hands. “I mean, my dad married Amy when I was two and they had Ben by the time I was four…” She turned to look at Brooke, searching her gaze. “I don’t remember a time where Amy wasn’t my mom.”
Brooke nodded slowly, and her eyes were wide, transfixed on Taylor, so focused.
She broke the eye contact, staring back down at her lap as she whispered, “And I was so confused, when I went home that day. Because, what did Kenny mean by that? Of course, Amy was my mom.” She drew in a deep breath, her chest feeling tight. “But when I asked, my dad got so flustered and upset, and – that was the day I really started to see the differences. Ben, Savannah, and my mom and dad… all with their blonde hair and blue eyes, the fairest skin.”
Taylor dropped her hands to her lap, looking at the glow of the tan that lingered there, even a couple months after summer had ended. She’d always tanned easily, where her entire family sunburned throughout the summer. “And I stuck out like a sore thumb. I’d never noticed that before.”
It hurt to remember it. How clear all of the differences were when she’d had it all pointed out to her.
“Growing up, it just felt like…” She had to clear her throat in order to keep going, rubbing her hands hard against her eyes to stop the sting of tears that threatened. “Like, in a way, my biological mom and I were the practice family that my dad had on accident before he got the perfect family. And I never fit into that perfect life.” The laugh that worked out of her throat felt like gravel. Humorless, but achingly present.
“They all fit together, so easily. And as I got older, it wasn’t just the way I looked that stood out; it was everything. Every bad grade I got, every time I asked too many questions, every time I stepped a single toe out of line – all it did was highlight how different I was. And every single time I did anything, there were always eyes on me. Always the gossip, the whispers – the comparisons to my mother. That maybe that’s why I was such a troublemaker… just like her,” the venom in her voice shocked even herself, but it clouded everything from back then for her.
“The night I left Faircombe… Deputy McCord followed me to – well, here.” God, the irony came full circle as she glanced around the room. The room that looked nothing like it had back then. “And I was smoking pot here when he arrested me. He followed me to the edge of town, out in the woods, where I wasn’t bothering anyone. And when he arrested me that night, he marched me right through Town Square, the night of the Fall Festival.”
The memory was seared into her mind, and she tightened her hands against her knees, before she wrapped them around her waist. Her voice was hoarse, “Everyone stared. Like they always did. And then they started talking. Like they always did. Like, of course I got arrested that night. Like I was just… Taylor Trouble. And I – you know, there were things I loved about Faircombe. Things I really loved about this place, growing up here. There were,” she admitted softly, shocking even herself with the admittance of something she’d spent a long time not thinking about. “But, I just couldn’t do it anymore.”
She would never forget that night, when Taylor Trouble followed her around in such an echo, she’d left town with whatever she could carry, unable and unwilling to deal with it any longer.
“And I hate being called Taylor Trouble,” her words caught and broke on a sob that wrenched out of her throat.
It just seemed that once these tears started, they didn’t stop. It had been a while since she’d had a good cry, and now everything she’d stored up came pouring out, as she shook her head and wiped at her eyes.
Her throat was so tight, it hurt to push out, “I’m sorry.”
She never apologized for tears. They were healthy, they were a part of life. But she didn’t have to look at Brooke to know that she wasn’t comfortable with this level of emotion Taylor was showing.
It made her cry a little harder, thinking about the fact that Brooke wasn’t just uncomfortable with her crying, but with her just being here.
Because she wanted to reach out; she wanted the comfort of touch as she so often did. She wanted, she thought dimly, that she not only wanted touch but she wanted Brooke’s touch. Brooke was steady and stable and secure, and she wanted that right now. She craved it, and that realization slammed into her with a startling intensity.
But uncomfortable, uncomfortable, uncomfortable circled in her head, and she wrapped her arms tighter around herself, instead.
And then jumped in surprise when she felt Brooke shift closer. She could feel her warmth against her side, and before she could turn to look, Brooke’s arms locked around her and pulled her close, her hands stroking softly up and down Taylor’s back, her sides.
She knew she shouldn’t let herself, but she couldn’t help but turn into the comfort. Into Brooke. Steady and stable and secure and there, and so warm, and she felt Brooke’s arms band tight around her waist as soon as she turned to face her, as she ducked her head into Brooke’s shoulder, pressing her forehead into the soft, warm skin of her neck.
Brooke was quiet and solid against her for… Taylor didn’t know how long. She just knew that she stayed pressed against Brooke until she let out a deep, shuddering breath, feeling utterly cried out. Cleansed, in that good kind of exhausted way. 
“Kenny Rickards was always a huge loudmouth,” Brooke murmured, her warm breath washing over Taylor’s ear.
Laughter, genuine warm laughter, bubbled up in her throat as she reluctantly pulled back enough to look at Brooke. “Yeah, he was.”
She didn’t want to pull the rest of the way back. She wanted to stay right here and feel the way Brooke’s hands flexed against her waist as they loosened their hold but didn’t let go. She wanted to feel the way Brooke’s exhales hit against her cheek and the corner of her lips, where she could see the flecks of light brown in her eyes.
And she can’t help but ask, because the thought has lingered in the back of her mind since yesterday, a sickening nightmare. “I know you don’t want to talk about San Diego, but I have to know – you weren’t uncomfortable with me then, right? You didn’t feel like, you had to…”
Brooke’s chest flushed, spreading up her neck, and she coughed, her hands flexing hard against Taylor’s hips. “No,” she eventually managed, scoffing out a quick laugh, her eyes flicking to the fire before slowly moving back to Taylor’s. “Besides, you couldn’t force me into anything.”
“Not physically, that’s for sure.” She couldn’t help but let the appreciation linger in her voice as she dipped her eyes to Brooke’s arms. And then chastised herself, looking into Brooke’s eyes again, because those eyes didn’t lie. Couldn’t lie. And she needed to know for sure. “But not in any other way, either?”
Brooke groaned, her hands falling away from Taylor and making her feel inexplicably cold again, even though she’d warmed up. “No. I don’t… ugh, okay. I don’t know how to say it.” Brooke pursed her lips into a serious, straight line as she stared ahead before turning to look at Taylor again. “I didn’t mean that you make me – uncomfortable.”
Brooke stared at Taylor, eyes so intensely focused on her, as if she were willing Taylor to see what she was not clearly saying.
But this wasn’t something Taylor was willing to guess at – and she wouldn’t, if she could.
“So, I don’t make you uncomfortable?”
Brooke sighed, shaking her hair back as she slumped back against the couch. “You do.” She spoke slowly, letting the words fall, seeming uncertain of how they would land. “It’s just that,” she ran her tongue over her bottom lip slowly in a movement that definitely wasn’t meant to entice, but Taylor followed the contemplative move anyway. “You make me uncomfortable in a – a way that isn’t necessarily bad?”
Taylor stared at Brooke, trying to wrap her head around what she was saying, and feeling inordinately slow. “Please elaborate?”
“I mean,” Brooke took in a deep breath, rubbing her hands over her knees. “Like, you drive me insane, right?” It was a rhetorical question, Taylor could tell, even as Brooke seemed enlivened by it. “You’re loud and outspoken and always have been. Like when you would stand up to anyone who tried to stop you from doing something or when you came out or… well, when you just took off and went after what you wanted.”
Still waiting for the explanation behind uncomfortable, Taylor couldn’t help but sway in closer to Brooke. This was that same raw honesty Brooke took on so rarely, and she found it entirely enthralling.
“Irresponsible and flakey, is actually what you’ve called me.” She pointed out, but the words didn’t dig at her the way they might have an hour earlier.
Brooke nodded, vigorously, throwing her arms in the air as if to make a point. “Exactly! And I have thought that, honestly! Which is why this is so… crazy.”
She tugged a hand through her hair and turned to look at Taylor, holding her gaze.
“What I’m trying to get at is that – I… just don’t get you. You know, when we were younger and you had the perfect family; your parents were there for you every day and loved you and I envied that so much. But you didn’t want it. Or, I guess, not only that. And then you would do things that drew more attention to you in town even though you hated the gossip. And sometimes I still to this day, can’t wrap my mind around the fact that you just left. Without a plan or a huge sum to fall back on in the bank or any sort of destination. That you still live like that!”
There was the cutest, smallest frown on Brooke’s face. Barely there, tugging at just the corners of her lips. Like she herself was utterly confused by the words she was saying, even as they energized her, and she stared at Taylor as she leaned forward again.
“But at the same time, it’s also what makes you so… you. You aren’t afraid and you say what you think and what you feel. You know who you are and what you want and you just go for it. You don’t let anything hold you back, and that’s – it… it baffles me. You baffle me,” her voice dropped, as she tilted her head slowly, eyes drawing down Taylor’s face, like she could find the answers.
“I’ve always hated that I can’t predict what you’re going to do next. That you don’t fit into any boxes and I like things to fit into boxes, Taylor. And that makes me uncomfortable. Who you are, living outside of my boxes, makes me uncomfortable. But it’s just not – not necessarily a bad thing,” she finished, her voice dipping to a whisper.
They both jumped when Brooke’s phone rang from the table across the room, next to the chair, and Brooke jumped up to get it.
For once, Taylor found she didn’t have a comment to say, as her heart pounded in her chest and she stared after Brooke. Not just at the resounding relief she felt wash over her, but because she realized – she no longer felt adrift. At all.



Chapter Eleven
 
“Have you seen Taylor?”
“What the hell did you do?”
She and Ben spoke simultaneously as she finally answered his call, ducking into the kitchen as soon as she swiped to answer.
“So, you’ve seen her?” Ben asked, the anxiety in his voice more than clear to her ear that knew every tone he had. “She’s there?”
“Yeah, bonehead, she’s here,” she retorted, conscious of keeping her voice down; she knew how voices carried in her home. “Now, what did you do?”
“I – we had an argument. I didn’t mean for it to be an argument, I just…” he trailed off, heaving a sigh. “And then she left and she didn’t have anything! I’ve been calling her and calling her, before I realized her phone’s here, and it’s almost like a damn hurricane storm outside.”
We had an argument. His statement circled in her head, the same thing Taylor had told her.
“What did you fight about?” She couldn’t help but ask, keeping her voice a whisper as she threw a look over her shoulder, just in case.
What she found the most shocking, was that for once in her life she didn’t really care to have all of the details. No, she didn’t care about what they fought about. Because at the end of the day, she had Taylor crying on her couch and for now, that was all she needed to know.
Ben sighed, groaning. “Something stupid, and I didn’t mean what she thought I was saying.”
“You need to cut her some slack,” she snapped, angry in a way she normally wasn’t with Ben, especially not on the subject of Taylor. Ben’s feelings were his own, and he was rarely anything but polite, even to people he didn’t care for.
And he cared for Taylor, a lot. That was really the problem here, she knew that even though Taylor didn’t.
“I know. I – so, she’s safe, then?” Ben asked, and she could picture the anxious shrugging movement he’d be making with the words.
“Yeah. She’s fi–” She bit her lip, because… god, she’d never seen Taylor cry like that. She’d never seen Taylor do anything but let things bounce off of her like she was impenetrable. She didn’t know if Taylor was fine. “She’s safe.”
“Okay. Okay, good,” Ben repeated himself under his breath.
Brooke drew in a deep breath through her nose before blowing it slowly out through her mouth. “Are you okay?” Annoyed at Ben or not, she couldn’t help but ask.
“Me? Yeah, I’m… well, kind of. But I have to text Savannah and let her know Taylor isn’t missing in the storm anymore.”
She murmured her goodbyes and tucked her phone into her back pocket before she stirred the chicken and lentil soup she’d been simmering throughout the afternoon, admittedly putting off going back into the den for a few moments as she gathered her bearings from the last half hour.
She’d spent plenty of time with Taylor, one on one, throughout her life. More in the last month than at any other time, really. 
And even in the varying shades of how comfortable she was during those interactions, it was never awkward. Never uncomfortable, in that way. She wasn’t sure if Taylor had a truly awkward bone in her body, so that certainly helped.
But managing emotions or being there for someone during a hard time… Brooke grimaced. It wasn’t necessarily her forte; she’d had it pointed out enough in her relationship with Scarlet to know. Toward the end, especially.
She rolled her eyes, annoyed at herself for hesitating.
Regardless of whatever state Taylor might be in – if she cried again – she was here. And Brooke couldn’t avoid her in her own house; it wasn’t big enough.
Plus there was the little matter of the fact that she didn’t want to.
Because the truth was, she’d felt scared seeing Taylor like that, outside of her house.
At first, she’d glimpsed out the window and seen someone’s figure, which had unnerved her a little bit – to have someone just standing outside of her house like that. Before she’d told herself she was being stupid, because this was freaking Faircombe, and she’d made herself get up to take a closer look.
Only to see, it wasn’t a stranger – she’d be hard-pressed to actually find a real stranger in Faircombe, anyway – but even less than just an acquaintance, it was Taylor. Not anyone to fear at all.
But as soon as she’d seen Taylor, Brooke had felt actual fear.
It was the look on Taylor’s face that had reached into her chest and squeezed, her stomach sinking like a stone. Because something was wrong. Taylor looked lost, as she’d stared blankly at Brooke’s house. Like she wasn’t really seeing anything.
She’d looked forlorn and lost and so unlike the Taylor that maddened Brooke, kept her on her toes, annoyed her, amused her, and everything in between that it was just – it was scary.
If being here for Taylor while she let herself cry made her feel better and made her feel more like the Taylor Brooke knew and… and cared about, then that’s what Brooke would do. Had to do.
Wanted to do.
“Not a big deal,” she muttered to herself as she slid the door to the den back open and stepped inside.
And of course, found all three of her cats curled up around Taylor. Spoon and Dolly had uncurled themselves from where they’d been dozing on and off for the afternoon on the end of the couch as she’d been reading, and nestled against Taylor’s hips, while Gremlin – how the hell had she even gotten back in the room, anyway? – purred her heart out and rubbed herself against Taylor’s legs.
Taylor’s dark eyes were still rimmed with red, still a little puffy. There was a thing some people had, Brooke knew, where they could cry pretty. Brooke, personally, knew that she did not have that thing; she was a messy, red and blotchy crier. Mostly because she typically kept any tears bottled up until they came exploding out of her.
Taylor cried like she did everything else; looking like it was a phase to wander through, a natural part of her life.
Still, Brooke didn’t want to see it again.
Taylor’s eyes were bright as Brooke sat back down on the couch, careful to keep some space on the middle cushion between them. All right, so maybe she was feeling a little bit awkward.
“You’re a cat person,” Taylor stated as soon as Brooke sat down.
And even as she narrowed her eyes at what she was going to refer to as an accusation, Taylor’s words relaxed her. Maybe not even so much her words, as the look on her face, the teasing smile. The expression that belonged on Taylor’s face was back.
Still, she scowled. “I am not.” She pulled her legs up under her as she sat sideways to lean back against the arm of the couch and look at Taylor and all of her traitor cats, who all seemed to be incredibly smitten with the woman in question.
Taylor deliberately dropped her gaze to her feline friends. “Huh. You aren’t a cat person. Right. Yeah, that makes sense.”
Brooke gestured at her. “You’re the one cuddling them, aren’t you?”
“You’re the one who owns them!” Taylor’s mouth fell open as she rested her hand on Dolly’s head, and of course, Dolly started chattering back. “Admit it. Admit you’re a cat person.”
“I won’t, because I’m not,” she denied. “I didn’t plan to have cats. Spoon showed up on my doorstep and I was just giving her safe harbor before I was going to bring her to the shelter. And then it turned out she was pregnant, and what am I supposed to do? Kick a mother and her babies out?” Brooke crossed her arms, appreciating Spoon for roaming to her side of the couch and curling up against her thigh.
At least one of her cats was not truly a traitor.
Taylor stared at her for a long moment, before she burst out into a loud, honest peal of laughter. “Spoon. Spoon?”
“It’s a good name!” she shot back, scratching under Spoon’s chin, and her cat leaned into it, as if affirming.
“How would you like it if I named you TV Remote?” Taylor asked, still chuckling.
Brooke rolled her eyes before she stared at Taylor, straight-faced. “Well, first of all, if I was a cat I don’t think I’d care at all. Because I’d be a cat.” She arched an eyebrow. “And secondly, it’s different. TV Remote is way too long; it sounds ridiculous.”
The look in Taylor’s eyes was unbelievably soft, and it must have been residual from the whole… emotional afternoon. Because they were talking about cat names, for Christ’s sake. Still, Brooke fidgeted and explained –
“Look, one day she,” Brooke used her index finger to rub Spoon gently just above her eyes, “just appeared here. And I wasn’t going to take her in, like I said, but I was just feeding her a little.”
“Yes, because that’s how you get an animal to stop coming back.”
Brooke narrowed her eyes at Taylor, who held her hands up in apology and then gestured for Brooke to continue, as she bit her lip. Failing to hold back a smile.
“She looked hungry,” she defended. “Anyway. She seemed to really love playing with the spoons I used to scoop out the cat food into the dish. Ergo, Spoon. It just made sense.”
Taylor tilted her head slowly, watching Brooke as she did so, before she dropped her hand to stroke down the back of Dolly’s orange tabby fur. “And what about this one? What’s their name?”
“His name,” Brooke cleared her throat, preparing herself for Taylor’s response, “is Dolly.”
Taylor’s grin widened, shining so brightly as that teasing glint flashed into her eyes, and Brooke didn’t even get that feeling she got whenever she was bracing for Taylor to tease her. Mostly, she was just glad that look came back, and that all traces of the despondent look from earlier were nearly entirely gone.
Taylor absolutely cackled. “I should have guessed.”
“It’s not just because I love Dolly Parton; he sings!” she explained defensively, huffing out a breath as she gestured to the cat, who made sounds even as he’d started dozing again. “He’s always making little, kinda, crooning sounds. Dolly was just fitting.”
“Fitting, mhmm,” Taylor drawled, stroking her hands over Dolly’s back again, as Gremlin darted back out of the room.
Brooke rolled her eyes, squirming as Taylor watched her with that look in her eye that made Brooke’s stomach flip. “Fine. You know I’m a cat owner, now. Tell me something I don’t know about you, instead.”
“Oh, I love this game.”
“We aren’t playing a game.”
“We are, and it’s called Tell Me Something I Don’t Know.”
Brooke threw her a look, voice dry. “Let me guess. We share things about one another that we don’t know.”
“Brooke, you have always been a mighty quick study.”
“Why do you have a name for everything?”
“Why not?” Taylor volleyed back, looking for all of the world like she loved this. Their back-and-forth.
Brooke sort of did, too.
Taylor waved, encouragingly. “All right, you go. What do you want to know?”
“Why did Chief McCord follow you out here that night?” she asked, then cursed herself for letting the words come out. “I remember… I think I remember that night that your dad asked you why you’d say he had it out for you, but you never answered him.”
Idiot, she bit the inside of her cheek. She’d wanted to get rid of that sad, forlorn look. It was just that there was this need, now. This need inside of her to know what exactly happened back then, with Taylor. Because Brooke had really thought she’d known all of these facets to Taylor; she’d thought she’d had all of the facts.
But it turned out she didn’t, not nearly.
Brooke had never done well with not knowing things. And clearly, she grimaced, she’d never really learned to be tactful about it, either.
“No, wait, you don’t –” she started to retract, but Taylor shook her head.
It wasn’t the same look that crossed over her face as earlier, not even close to the dejected expression with lively eyes full of sorrow. Which she was grateful for. But, still, there was a slightly faraway look on her face as she seemed to go back to the night in her memory.
“I used to… well, she’s out now, so it’s not a big deal,” Taylor flashed a quick smile. “Anna-Lynne and I used to have a thing. Just, messing around. It was never anything serious. But I couldn’t say that, I couldn’t out her, even though I know my dad wanted a reason to believe me.”
Brooke stared, incredulous, as she rolled the words around. Taylor and Anna-Lynne… she flattened her lips. Huh. And of course, Taylor wouldn’t have outed Anna-Lynne even back then, even to make her own life that much easier. 
The kind of strength that demanded respect, even as a teenager, she thought again. 
“Deputy – Chief,” Taylor scoffed, “McCord came home early from work one day and kind of put two and two together. And, coincidentally, the next week, he found me out here, and – well, you know the rest,” her tone darkened momentarily, before she let out a deep sigh.
And Brooke felt that sigh twist in her stomach.
Before she could ask anything else, though, Taylor propped her elbow up on the back cushion and leaned her head against her fist, her tone bouncing back to a lighter one. “My turn.”
God. Brooke didn’t know where Taylor was going to run with this – would she ask about San Diego? About Brooke’s past? About… would she bring up Brooke’s earlier confession, about how she pushed Brooke into new places and –
“If you could go anywhere in the world, where would you go?”
Brooke could barely control the twitch of her lips. Of course that was where Taylor went.
Still, she mirrored Taylor’s pose. “I don’t know.”
Taylor’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Come on. You’ve really never thought about it? Anywhere in the world.”
Brooke blinked at her, pursing her lips in thought. Because, well, no. She hadn’t thought about it. Brooke wouldn’t say she was against traveling, but she generally didn’t have a lot of time off, and when she did, she liked to decompress, usually locally.
“When’s the last time you went on an actual vacation?” Taylor’s eyebrows drew down, as if the thought of Brooke having not gone anywhere other than somewhere around here pained her.
“That’s two questions.”
Taylor arched an eyebrow, waiting for an answer.
She realized, with a frown, it had been years since she’d taken a real vacation.
“Greece.” The word left her before she could really even think about it. But… yeah, actually. She nodded, getting into the idea. “The Acropolis in Athens. Seeing the history there. When I saw the Nashville Parthenon, I just remember thinking –” she clenched her jaw, suddenly aware of how ridiculous she sounded, talking about being inspired by the Parthenon replica to someone who had more than likely explored the actual Parthenon.
There was no judgment on Taylor’s face, though, when she looked. Actually, it might have been just the opposite; she looked alive, nodding along with Brooke.
“Oh, I can see that. You’d love it, you nerd,” so much affection tinged her tone that Brooke couldn’t even bristle. “Your turn.”
“Why are you really here? In Faircombe?” The question slipped out, but the fact was that it had been on Brooke’s mind for weeks and today had made it circle right back to the top.
Because the realities were these: Taylor clearly hadn’t come to Faircombe just to hang out for a good time. Today had just confirmed for Brooke that Taylor wouldn’t be here if she didn’t really have something to do here. A real reason.
She had said last month that she was back to do the list, but Brooke had already put together that Taylor hadn’t been planning this list “for a while” as she’d first said. Because she’d admitted on the tour that she hadn’t gotten the idea until after she’d run into Marjorie Lyle, until after Brooke’s conference. Until after they had… 
All Brooke really knew, when all was said and done, was that Taylor never stayed in Faircombe for longer than a weekend – until they’d slept together. They’d spent the night together, and then, lo and behold, Taylor came into town with the intention of staying for months. To “work on a list” – with Brooke.
The thought, as it often did whenever she couldn’t not think about it, made her throat go dry. Even as she told herself that Taylor seeking her out in Faircombe was fucking ridiculous. Still, it made heat simmer low in her stomach.
She already knew before Taylor even spoke that she wasn’t going to get a straightforward answer, just by the way Taylor hmm’d and tilted her head.
Instead of a true answer, Taylor leaned in closer. Close enough that Brooke could smell the way the rain lingered in her hair, seeming to bring out just how good her shampoo smelled.
She reached out and all of Brooke’s logical thoughts told her to lean back. Instead, she stayed, her breath catching in her throat.
And Taylor lightly brushed her fingertip along Brooke’s jaw as she murmured, “That is for me to know…” she ended by tapping lightly on Brooke’s chin. “and you to find out.”
What – what did that mean? Did that mean –
“What’s your dream job?” Taylor asked, having leaned back to where she’d been perched on the couch before as Brooke re-focused on her.
“Huh?” Idiot, she once again cursed herself.
The grin that spread over Taylor’s lips was slow. “Your dream job. What is it?”
“City manager of Faircombe,” she answered, easily.
Taylor scoffed, her light laugh full of mirth. “Brooke, come on.”
“What? I’m being serious.”
“Okay,” Taylor allowed, her tone impossibly warm. “What would you do if you weren’t city manager?” She asked, tucking her legs up under her.
“Why aren’t I city manager in this scenario?” Brooke immediately questioned.
Taylor stared at her. “Does that matter?”
“Of course it does.” She gestured wildly between them. “Why am I not city manager? Did Kevin get his dream come true and have me voted out? Is this like, we are pretending that I never applied for the job at all? My answer could change.”
Taylor’s chuckle was loud, her eyes sparkling as she shook her head. “I’m absolutely convinced right now, that you are the worst person I’ve ever encountered to play hypothetical situations with.”
Brooke crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t do well with hypotheticals. I prefer reality.”
“Mm, I see that about you.”
“Sorry for not being good at the game.” And she meant the apology, even as she muttered it quietly. She just – she never had been good at things like this. Why run through imaginary scenarios when she knew what she wanted and how to get it, in real life? 
Or if she couldn’t get what she wanted, she thought as her gaze unfailingly landed on Taylor, her stomach twisting, then why jump through hypothetical situations where that reality would never exist?
She also knew that other people could find this part of her… exasperating.
Taylor shrugged, expression still warm and open. “No, I like it.”
Brooke scoffed, but the smile stayed on the edges of her lips. “Of course you do.” Because Taylor was just that kind of contrary. 
“I’d be an accountant,” she stated. Clearing her throat when Taylor shot her a surprised look, breaking eye contact. “Assuming that I couldn’t go back to my old job, in the Finance Department, in this situation, that is. I would be an accountant.”
Taylor stared at her for a few long beats, before she cracked a smile. “You sound so sure.”
“I am sure. I have a degree in finance, I like numbers. I like the stability. Now, I’m assuming in this hypothetical scenario, that I can’t just say I would go back to my old job, because there’s not really any imaginary hypothetical work in that. So, I would be an accountant.” She nodded with finality.
And waited, for the snort of laughter at her or the commentary of how ridiculously boring or predictable the answer was.
“You could choose to be anything in the world in this scenario, and you would choose to be an accountant,” Taylor drew out.
Brooke merely lifted her eyebrows in acknowledgement. Here it came.
Then, Taylor did… exactly what Taylor would do. She slowly nodded, trailing her eyes up and down Brooke’s face. “Yeah, you definitely would.”
No exasperation, incredulity, or annoyance there at all.
“What would you do?” She turned the question on Taylor, and found that… well, she was actually really interested to know. She had trouble imagining Taylor doing anything beyond traveling. She –
“I’d open a yoga studio,” Taylor answered, a thoughtfulness in her voice that spoke volumes about her sincerity.
Brooke shook her head in disbelief. “I thought that was going to take you longer to think about.”
Much longer, if she was being honest.
The grin on Taylor’s lips was small, just barely there, as she seemed to mull the question over in her mind, before she shook her head. “Surprisingly, no. I’ve gotten certified to instruct while in India and Nepal and I’ve never really gotten the opportunity to lead a whole class. I’ve been doing it with Savannah every day, and I think I unintentionally committed to doing a little class with Jo and her friends on the weekends, now.” A huff of laughter broke from her lips, “I mean, they really want me to procure baby goats so we can do goat yoga, but they seem to be interested without it. And so am I. Oh, and can you believe in this day and age that Faircombe doesn’t even have a real yoga studio?”
The expression that crossed Taylor’s face was honestly affronted, and it lurched something in Brooke’s chest –
“Do you want to stay for dinner?” she blurted out.
Taylor paused, blinking slowly at the change of topic, undoubtedly still thinking about her yoga rant. “It was my turn for a question.” She breathed out a laugh, long fingers combing through her still damp hair. “And I’m rained in.” She winked. “But, I’d say yes anyway.”
Pleased, Brooke bit back a small smile as she stood up. Before she paused. “What in the hell is goat yoga?”
The echo of Taylor’s laugh filled just about every corner of her home.
***
“You don’t have to walk me home. It’s kind of useless, since you’re leaving your home just to come right back,” Taylor pointed out, as she donned the raincoat Brooke insistently pushed toward her after having dug it out of her coat closet for five minutes.
“And how many times in our lives have you walked me home at night, just to walk back to your own house?” she pointedly asked as she locked her front door.
Taylor’s dark eyes rolled, laughing even as she exclaimed, “We were kids! That was for safety reasons. I highly doubt I’m at risk for being kidnapped now.”
“Considering all of the kidnappings we’ve had in this city, I highly doubt I was at risk for it, then,” she shot back, dryly. But – for real.
Before Taylor could come up with an unquestionably smart comeback, Brooke arched a brow. “I’m walking you home, Taylor.” She gestured to the stairs ahead of them, leading off of her porch. “We’re already out of the house, so don’t bother arguing.”
“And they say chivalry is dead.” Taylor let out an exaggeratedly dreamy sigh, swinging the small tote bag that had her freshly laundered clothing in it from her fingertips.
They started down the path from Brooke’s house, still damp from the storm. It had tapered off almost an hour ago, leaving the November air smelling crisp and fresh, the night falling quietly around them.
It was – it was unexpectedly nice. The evening with Taylor, even down to Taylor teasing her over dinner and threatening to get Brooke to do yoga with her during one of her little sessions.
But mostly, Brooke felt like she could almost breathe easily again. For all of her past… issues being close to Taylor, she hadn’t realized until yesterday how terrible it felt going the step too far and pushing Taylor away.
She guessed Taylor was right… she guessed their thing really was that Taylor teased her and was generally just her normal self, and that got under Brooke’s skin, but – damn it – in the way that it made her buzz. In the way that it made her feel more alive.
Dangerous, she reminded herself. It was dangerous to think about Taylor in that sort of way, and she forced it into the back of her mind.
“So… when do you think you’ll go on that trip you mentioned yesterday?” She asked tentatively, landing on the easy ground of their project. “I was thinking that during the week, we could come up with some final ideas and really solidify the list down even more. I have a lot more meetings this week,” she had to actually review those budget reports with department heads. Ugh. The worst part. “But by Friday or Saturday, I could probably nail down a few things to narrow the list down even more. The points system was genius,” she couldn’t help but say, nodding with enthusiasm as she thought of the work Taylor had put in through the week. “It ties everything up so well and so neatly.” 
Taylor’s soft laugh sounded through the night air, whispering over Brooke’s skin. “You would like that.” 
It didn’t even sound teasing, not like normal. It sounded just like pure affection and it swam pleasantly through her. Dangerous, she reminded herself. 
“You make a great offer,” Taylor continued, “But, I’ll actually be going on a ten day trip to scope out a lot of the cities starting next weekend.” 
Brooke’s footsteps stumbled. Just for a moment, but it was enough, as she stared ludicrously at Taylor. “Where? When – just yesterday you weren’t sure what the plan was!” 
“And today I made the plan and the arrangements,” Taylor finished, easily, a lighthearted amusement in her eyes. 
Brooke frowned, deeply. Taylor just planned and booked an entire trip for this in less than a single day. That’s why she was dangerous, an inner-voice reminded her, as if she needed it. “Are you… where are you going after?” 
Taylor shot her a side-long look. “Back here. Still got some things to do, if you hadn’t noticed.” She leaned in and rubbed her shoulder against Brooke’s, and she could feel the warmth between them, breathing in sharply. 
And Taylor was in Faircombe because of…? You. That ridiculous voice that refused to be silenced spoke again. 
“Right.” 
She cast a sidelong look at Taylor, taking in her features from the light that streamed from the streetlamp up ahead as they neared the end of the path from her cabin, as she felt the desperate need to change the conversation take charge inside. 
“What were the things you loved about Faircombe?” The inquiry slipped from her lips, her thoughts helpfully filtering in their earlier conversation. 
Specifically about one of the comments Taylor had made that Brooke couldn’t question at the time, but stubbornly stuck around in her head, waiting for a good time to come up.
Taylor’s stride slowed as she looked at Brooke, confusion coloring her features. “What?”
Brooke cleared her throat, annoyed with herself for not being able to let that go. Then again, though, she’d always thought there was nothing about Faircombe that Taylor thought back on fondly. She’d learned more about Taylor, more under the surface there, than she had in decades, and now it all piled up on her mind.
It made her want to know more.
“I just mean…” Pursing her lips, she blew out a breath. “You said you had things you loved, about Faircombe, about living here. Earlier, you said that.”
“Hmm. I did,” Taylor agreed, but didn’t add anything, even though she had that small, thoughtful curl to her lips.
Exasperating! This woman was totally exasperating; she loved to talk about everything and anything, almost any other time, but now that Brooke was asking…
Brooke sighed. “Okay, well. You always gave the impression that there wasn’t anything here that you really loved! I mean, your family,” she backpedaled and amended, because it was the truth. “But other than that.”
Taylor nodded, tilting her head up at the sky as they stepped out from the path and onto the pavement. She took in a deep breath, before she looked around, slowly. “I love how beautiful it is.”
Brooke followed her gaze, trailing it over the buildings. The ones she saw every day, but under the bright stars and the reflection from the streetlights, with the haze of fog from the rain in the air, it felt almost magical.
It was beautiful.
“Surprised you think that. Just because you’ve seen so many other really beautiful places,” she hastened to explain when Taylor turned to look at her.
“Well, it’s not one or the other. Faircombe is beautiful. Many other places are also beautiful.” Taylor’s gaze held hers for a long beat, before drifting back over the buildings they passed as they walked. “But we really do have some gorgeous original architecture here. I’ve been almost everywhere, and in a fully first-world, modernized country, it’s… it’s actually really difficult to find this.”
Taylor skimmed her hand over the back of a bench as they passed, sliding her fingers through the raindrops that remained on the surface.
“I remember exploring every nook and cranny of this place when I was younger. I sometimes wish I had my current camera, back then.” Her voice took on almost a wistful quality to it as she spoke, before she cleared her throat and playfully flicked her wet fingertips at Brooke.
She narrowed her eyes, wincing as the water lightly hit her face, before shooting Taylor a look and wiping it off.
Taylor giggled unrepentantly.
“What else?” she asked, needing to know more. Now that this door had been shown to her and she’d pushed it ajar, she wanted to be able to climb through it. To see everything on the other side from Taylor’s point of view.
Taylor’s smile slipped a bit, as she tilted her head in thought. Their steps lined up, Brooke thought absently as they walked. But she trailed her eyes right back to Taylor’s face, eating up her expression.
“I loved the Tiller’s bookshop,” she spoke slowly, almost as if it was intended to just be a thought that coincidentally drifted out of her mouth. “It was so comfortable in there and they did those open mic nights? I never liked writing in school, but I loved reading. And I figured out with my blog that I kind of loved writing, too. But Tiller’s wasn’t on Primrose Street when I walked it a few weeks ago,” she added, a disappointed sigh escaping her.
That Primrose Street location was so beautiful. With big, wide glossy windows in the small storefront and a polished hardwood floor; the bookshop had always felt like home. 
Brooke shook her head, “No, Donovan moved to a bigger storefront on Calamus Ave., and he and Billie renamed it The Armory. But it’s still here, it’s just different. It… grew. Like Faircombe has.”
“Right,” Taylor drawled, playfully nudging her shoulder against Brooke’s.
Eyebrows drawing down at the tone, Brooke turned to look up at Taylor. But, as if sensing that Brooke was going to start discussing Faircombe’s changes over the years – and, she could – Taylor quickly added to her list.
“And Faircombe during the holidays was always amazing, I’ll admit that. I loved it.” Dark eyes roamed around town square as they crossed the street, cutting diagonally across the quad directly in the middle of town. “The decorations and – even though we don’t really get snow here, there’s something magical about the way Faircombe celebrates that I’ve never found comparable anywhere else.”
A pride burned through Brooke at that and she nodded. “Right. Like you could take it out of a movie.”
“Especially when Winter Wonderland Weekend comes, and it’s like… where the hell is the Hallmark movie crew?” Taylor laughed under her breath. “And when Mrs. Andrews argues with everyone about what decorations should be going where and how everything is organized – it was always prime comedy.”
The smile that tugged at Taylor’s lips was soft and sweet and sad and wistful and everything in between and Brooke stared at it. At her.
“Then why do you never come back for it?” Her voice was barely more than a whisper, as she turned Taylor’s words over in her mind.
“Hmm?” Taylor seemed to have been lost in her own thoughts, and she turned to look at Brooke in question.
“The Winter Wonderland Weekend or – any of the events around the holidays. Even when you’d come back for a visit on Christmas, it’s always short and you barely even leave Thistle Drive.” The words came out as a cross between an accusation and utter battlement, but it was what it was. “Why don’t you ever come back for it, if you loved it?”
“I don’t…” Taylor trailed off, her gait slowing as they approached Ben’s house, before stopping completely on the sidewalk just outside of the gate. She swallowed hard, and Brooke stared at her throat, before bringing her eyes back up to Taylor’s. Taylor lightly traced her index finger over the fence, her eyebrows furrowed together. “It’s just – a lot to go through for no reason. And it’s not like I’m hiding out in a little cave, with my heart beating just for Faircombe, waiting to come back,” she added, her expression smoothing back out into its normal teasing smile. “I left and found something else that suited me.”
Taylor shrugged, as if to say and the rest is history. Brooke reached out and opened the gate, the movement second-nature at this point, as she walked with Taylor up the path to the porch, then stopped.
Taylor stopped right next to her, her warmth so close Brooke could feel it through the jacket she wore. Brooke’s jacket, the back of her mind incessantly reminded her, as it had been doing all night. That Taylor was in her clothing. That her pants were rolled at Taylor’s waist, ending above her ankles, and her shirt was simultaneously a little too big, especially at the chest, but also too short.
It should have looked totally ridiculous. It would have, she was positive, if it were anyone but Taylor. Who instead made it look like this was a look she wanted to have. Like she was totally and utterly comfortable and at-home in the lounge clothing Brooke had given her.
Still, the thought that had given her simultaneously warm and hot and bad Brooke feelings all day was errant in comparison to what had become utterly apparent to her.
“You’re afraid of Faircombe,” she stated softly, not even really intending to. But this whole day felt like it shed a whole new light for her, the last few minutes in particular. The realization left her feeling sort of mystified, if she was honest.
Taylor… she was fearless, in Brooke’s mind. She was bold and brazen and tough.
Taylor pulled back an inch, the warmth falling away from Brooke’s side, an incredulous laugh falling from those perfect lips. “Excuse me? Afraid of Faircombe? Pretty sure the worst crime that happened here was someone stealing Mr. Arnold’s lawn chairs.”
Brooke didn’t laugh, even though Taylor was absolutely correct. She only studied Taylor’s face, carefully. A face she knew really, really well, that belonged to a woman she knew fairly well, but learned today that there was a whole lot more to. Bold and brazen and tough – all true. But also unexpectedly vulnerable, under it all.
“I think you’re afraid to really engage here, because you really did love it here once and it hurt you. And I think that’s why you’ve avoided Faircombe for so long.” She spoke in a murmur, tilting her head with the words as she took it all in.
Taylor paused, everything about her freezing as she took in the words, before blinking several times as she seemed to think it over.
And Brooke waited for the response she would expect from most people, including herself. A denial, a remark – either annoyed or quippy or both, frustration at the assumptions, anger at the comments on a personal past that had been shared only earlier today.
Taylor did none of those things.
Instead, she reached out and straightened Brooke’s collar, that contemplative look on her face, as her fingertips slid over the skin of Brooke’s neck, leaving goosebumps in their wake. She was instantly reminded of why she even had a no touching rule.
“Maybe you’re right,” she finally whispered.
She slid her fingers up Brooke’s neck, the contact feather light but Brooke’s heart pounded with it, anyway. Taylor’s warm hand cupped her jaw, and she slowly stroked her thumb up over Brooke’s cheek, before letting it rest against the edge of her lips. The simple touch made Brooke feel like lightning struck her, and she inhaled sharply at it.
“No touching. Right.” Taylor murmured, swiping her thumb lightly over Brooke’s bottom lip, before she dropped her hand.
Brooke pursed her lips, clearing her throat before she took a step back. “Right. Okay. Well. You’re home.”
“Safe and sound, thanks to you,” there was a teasing glint in Taylor’s eyes, but a sincerity in her tone.
“Nothing in Faircombe would cross me,” she said as a joke, then thought of Kevin, and her eyes narrowed anyway.
Taylor laughed softly. “Not if they knew what was good for them. Goodnight, Brooke.”
“’Night.”
She stopped at the end of the walkway, smelling the rain in the air, before she slowly turned, unable to deny the want to watch Taylor. To make sure she made it inside, but mostly just because.  
But Taylor hadn’t yet gone inside. Instead, she was leaning against the railing, her arms crossed over her chest, Brooke’s jacket too short on her, as she watched Brooke leave.
Swallowing hard, she hurried home. There was already enough on her mind, today.
It was only when she went to hang up her coat once she’d made it back that she noticed the note written and left on her coffee table, in Taylor’s elegant scrawl.
Brooke,
Thank you for being my emotional support tonight. I know that’s not really your thing and all, but it meant the world to me. You do.
Regards,
Taylor M. Vandenberg
Would Brooke ever live down her “regards”? She rolled her eyes. Probably not.
And still, she smiled, picking up the note with full intentions of tossing it into the recycling on her way up to her room.
After a moment of hesitation, though, she slid it into the book she’d put down earlier, marking her place.
***
Taylor hadn’t wanted to leave the comfort of Brooke’s home.
But at least she got to do it in the comfort of Brooke’s clothing, she thought, and then grinned at how annoyed Brooke was going to be when she kept the clothing. She watched Brooke walk away for as long as she could, and then stayed outside for a few minutes longer, wrapping her arms around herself and taking a deep breath, before opening the door to the house.
She jumped when she saw Ben sitting in the foyer, in the chair that faced the door, holding her hand over her chest. “God! You scared the hell out of me.”
He gave her a small, tentative smile as he slid his tablet to the table next to the chair. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine.” She waved it off and leaned against the doorway. “You know, you look like a dead-ringer for dad right now. It’s giving me some flashbacks here.”
The laugh Ben let out started out light, before growing into something more genuine, his smile warming with it. “Yeah, I remember that. A lot.”
It was a laugh she hadn’t been the cause of or recipient of in a long time, and in spite of their interaction earlier, Taylor felt herself warm with it. Ben and Savannah had the same kind of laugh, the same one their mom had, and when they’d both been very little, Taylor had loved to make them giggle.
“Listen, I just… about earlier –”
“Ben, we don’t have to do this.” Taylor loved to talk, even talk through her problems, most days. But if this was going to devolve and unravel the night she’d had with Brooke, the night that left her quietly buzzing, she didn’t want that. “Not right now. It’s late.”
But her brother shocked her – her brother, who never wanted to talk to her, not about anything substantial, in decades – when he shook his head quickly.
“No, we do. I do.” He rubbed his hands against his thighs before he gestured to the chair across from him. “Please?”
Siblinghood was strange, she thought, as she relented and walked over to join him. Ben could make her angry, could hurt her, could be the last person she wanted to see less than twelve hours ago. And then, this.
“Where’s Jo? And her friends?” she asked, sitting in the chair across from him.
“Upstairs. I was banned from chatting with them, because apparently I said something embarrassing at dinner.” The smile he gave was more wry than upset, as he rolled his eyes. “But they really are looking forward to yoga with you. If you still want to do it.”
Now Taylor rolled her own eyes. “Of course I’m going to. If I let our relationship affect my relationship with Jo, I wouldn’t have one.”
She hadn’t meant it as a barb, but when Ben winced, she knew it was one. Still, she had to stand by it.
He didn’t get defensive, though. He stared at her for a long moment, and she wanted so very much to know what it was that stood between them. So much it almost startled her, because of the amount of time she was able to let herself not think about it. Because when she wasn’t here, she had the luxury of letting it go.
“I wasn’t going to say… like your mom left you. You said – you thought I was going to say Teresa didn’t leave us like your mom left you. Earlier,” he clarified, as if he had to. “I would never say that.” He leaned forward to hold her gaze. “I never really thought about that. You’ve never been anything less than just my sister. The fact that your biological mom is different, I never really thought about it.”
“I did,” she admitted in a whisper. And it felt so strange because it was just something they never talked about.
She’d talked about it with her mom and dad, both, at length. Especially after she’d left Faircombe. But it had never been something she’d really addressed with either of her siblings when they’d been kids. As an adult, she’d discussed it with Savannah, but other than that…
“I realize that, now.”
“What were you going to say, then?” she questioned, echoing his clarification. “Earlier?”
He grimaced, dropping his eyes from hers slowly before he murmured, “I was going to say, she didn’t just leave… like you did.”
Shock ran through her, and she could only stare at him. “What?”
Ben huffed out a breath, sitting up in his seat with his shoulders drawn so tense as he explained, “The thing is, Jo’s right.” He quirked a sad half-smile. “You were always the coolest person to have ever lived in Faircombe, Taylor. Always. And you were my sister. For all of my… timidity and anxiety when we were younger, you were bold and you,” he shook his head on a quiet huff of laughter. “You beat up my bullies and just – I looked up to you so much.”
When he looked at her again, the sadness in his eyes settled into her stomach, nestling in with the surprise. “And then, you were just gone. You left, and you never came back. Not really. We didn’t even see you for three years! We barely even heard from you, other than some letters or postcards, a few phone calls. So I just – I got used to that. I had to get used to that. I got used to walling you off to a place where it didn’t hurt anymore that you weren’t around.”
Speechless, she gaped at Ben, as understanding swept through her. Followed by a gnawing feeling of guilt.
He ran his hand in a jerky motion over his hair. “I’m not – I’m not trying to hurt you, telling you this. I just… I know I’ve avoided talking about it, because I figured, what’s the po–”
“No.” She reached out quickly, her hand falling over his and holding tight. “You aren’t hurting me. I mean, you are.” She flashed a sad smile, because her stomach was twisting, but god. There was also so much relief she felt. “I never knew why things shifted between us.”
She took a deep breath. “I had to leave, Ben. I’m sorry if it made you hate me, I really am. Because I love you, and I love Savannah, and Jo, and our parents. Back then, though, I couldn’t stay. I just couldn’t.” She squeezed his hand again, acknowledging, “But I maybe could have dealt with it better.”
Before she let her hand drop, her brother covered the back of it with her other hand and held it.
“I don’t hate you. Never have. Never will. Just so you know,” he blew out a deep breath, slumping back as if exhausted now that this had all come out.
“Except for when I stole your Legos,” she joked, jostling his knee with her leg.
Ben laughed, then groaned. “Yeah, except for that.” His laughter faded. “And… I don’t know if I’ve really told you, properly. But I do appreciate the time you make for Jo, I always have.”
“Just as long as I don’t tell her about the wonders of the world?” she added, nudging his knee again to let him know she wasn’t being serious. Not entirely, anyway.
He sighed. “It’s not – I want Jo to see the world, if that’s what she wants. But I don’t want her to leave here the way you did. If she left and didn’t come back, if I didn’t see her for years while I worried about where she was or what she was doing…” he trailed off, shaking his head vehemently.
Taylor was going to tread lightly, wasn’t going to say anything – before she decided that, no. She was going to say something, because this moment of sharing with Ben wasn’t going to pass them by. She wasn’t going to let it.
“I do get that. I do.” She only waited a beat, before she pushed forward. “And I know I’m not here all the time. I know I’m not a parent. But sometimes, you pushing for something so hard, is just going to have the opposite effect on her. I was a teenage girl in Faircombe who felt stifled. I’m sorry if you feel I’m overstepping here, but, all I want to do is help. That’s it.”
She held Ben’s gaze for a long moment before he nodded, and she felt such a relief in that nod. From somewhere deep, deep inside. A hopeful place. 
“I know.” 
The front door slammed open and both she and Ben jumped in surprise, turning as Savannah wiggled her keys in the door, cursing under her breath. Finally, she got them loose.
“I’m here!” she announced triumphantly, before hurrying into the room. “I wanted to get back earlier, but the rain was so bad, I didn’t–”
She paused and stared at Ben and Taylor.
“You two are sitting together. And talking. And not fighting.” She blinked several times before she focused on Taylor. “And – are you in Brooke’s clothes?”
It was only then that Ben seemed to focus on it, too, his eyebrows winging up on his forehead.
Comfortable, she wiggled in her seat a bit and shot them both a look. “I am.”
Savannah’s eyebrows drew up high on her forehead, before she came rushing over, dropping her purse and keys on the table next to Taylor in a hurry. “Ben, put some tea on. I need to hear about this, finally.”
Taylor relented, laughing. “There’s nothing to hear. And what do you mean finally?”
Nothing to hear except for the fact that Brooke was really very, very sweet, under her gruffness. Except that she excited Brooke and pushed her beyond her limits, and that Brooke liked the way it made her feel.
None of this was really brand new information to Taylor. Not really, not intellectually.
But the way it made her feel – this soft and safe, but exciting and wanting way – that was new.



Chapter Twelve
 
“Ben, you’re not putting in enough salt,” Taylor’s mom commented, tsking under her breath as she stood next to Taylor, leaning against the counter, as they watched Ben cook from across the room.
He was making one of her original pasta dishes for dinner, and – as it has always been – Taylor was finding great entertainment in their mom’s critique. She wasn’t critical, as in, she didn’t ever yell or make disdainful comments.
But she always – always – was vexed at Ben’s seasoning. It had been an ongoing battle, ever since they’d been little, because she was insistent that all of her kids know how to cook. Which Taylor appreciated as an adult, because she often believed her mom’s basics helped her have a better understanding of flavors, as she learned recipes from around the world.
Savannah had taken to it like a duck to water, which was no surprise.
And Ben was a pretty decent chef himself, unless you asked about –
“I already compromised on the butter,” Amy’s voice was exasperated and Taylor snickered along with Savannah, who stood on her other side, when Ben whirled around to point the mixing spoon he was using at their mom.
“You wanted me to drop two cups of butter in here. Come on! That’s – no,” he muttered, shaking his head as he went back to stirring.
“She did compromise, Ben,” Taylor sing-songed in, unable to hold in her laugh when Ben turned to shoot her a dark look.
But it just made her laugh harder, especially when she saw her brother crack a smile before he turned back to the sauce he was making. It was similar to the looks she’d gotten in the last week – like the little tides of their relationship had started turning since she’d gotten home on Saturday.
Even though he’d been clearly feeling a little awkward about it at first, he’d even stayed home a little later than normal to have breakfast together before he went to the clinic during the work week.
Taylor didn’t care about his awkward little moments, though. She cared that he stayed to have little bits of morning chatter about what was going on that day or about Jo – and, really, she cared a lot.
It almost made her not want to take the ten day break she was going on to scout out the potential towns for the list.
Almost.
She was still pretty excited to head out, admittedly.
“You’re the one who wanted me to make the sauce, so you’re gonna get it in a way that doesn’t clog every artery,” Ben informed their mom. “I’m a doctor, Mom! I can’t feed my family like that in good conscience.”
“All three of my kids are still alive and well, and I fed y’all like that in good conscience,” their mom echoed, huffing out a breath before she sipped on the wine she’d opened and poured for all of them at the beginning of this whole experience, nearly an hour ago.
Her mother sighed again as she watched Ben very lightly salt the sauce, before she very deliberately turned to Taylor. The smile on her face matched her siblings’ smiles almost down to a T.
Taylor had to admit, it was a comfort, a happiness she hadn’t quite experienced in a while, having her parents here for the last couple of days. The cooking, talking, laughing. Especially with Ben now willingly chatting with her.
For reasons she didn’t regret, especially after she’d cried over them to Brooke only last week, she’d left this behind. But Brooke had been wrong to say that she didn’t want these times with her family when she’d left. No, she’d never exactly missed them; Taylor didn’t really miss anything when she was gone.
She kind of considered it the fact that she really was as her website maintained: made to travel.
But, especially in the last five years or so, she’d come to appreciate the time she did spend with her parents that much more, even just these little times. Staying up later with her dad to talk about global news, because ever since she was little, he’d been an active and avid reader of worldwide events. Baking her moms’ biscuit recipe with her yesterday morning, hearing about her part-time job at the garden center that she didn’t actually need, but enjoyed keeping busy.
She normally heard these things over the phone, but this… was just better. It was better.
It had been a good week.
And not only because of their arrival and because of her tentatively growing – scratch that; Taylor didn’t do tentative. Just her growing – relationship with Ben, but also because of the surprises she’d had around town.
Never let it be said that Taylor didn’t enjoy a good surprise. Especially when it was a good surprise.
First, on Tuesday morning when she’d gone grocery shopping to stock up the house for their parents’ arrival, and she’d accidentally run her cart into Ms. Kellerman’s cart. While she’d given a little smile and an apology, and she was in a decently good mood, she’d expected for a typical –
“And there’s that Taylor Trouble!” Delivered in a joking tone. A tone she knew, logically, was joking. But never felt quite like a joke that hit the mark.
Instead, she’d given Taylor a bright smile and had launched into a story in a conspiratorial tone about the trick to using coupons to get things for free, before she’d ended with a wave, and had called her, “Taylor, honey.”
And then on top of that, just this morning when she’d been setting up for her own yoga session, there’d been a knock on the door, and three women she generally knew but didn’t really know – friendly with them, enough, after the last six weeks – were there and asked if they were “too late” for yoga that morning.
It had been kind of – really fun, actually.
Taylor liked to listen to the signs of the universe, and maybe the universe was telling her that the rock-bottom breakdown of last week was something she’d had to hit in order to have things looking up.
Then again, she also felt that in Faircombe, the universe felt a little… coincidental. The thought that had taken hold this morning, after yoga, was something she was more antsy than normal to confirm.
The thought that it was Brooke who sent them, for her to lead in a yoga session.
Taylor wasn’t really an antsy person, not by any standards, but –
“What in the heavens are we going to do with him, pumpkin?” Her mother’s voice interrupted her thoughts as she reached out and patted Taylor’s arm. “I can’t watch him do that anymore to my recipe. I can’t.” She shook her head and bustled over to Ben’s side.
Savannah snickered next to her. “When do you think he’ll ever learn? I have classic French pastry training but do you think I make mom’s biscuit recipe differently than exactly how she taught me, if she’s in the room?”
“The fool,” Taylor agreed with a laugh.
Before she rolled her eyes as Savannah slid her the glass of wine their mom had poured for her.
Taylor shot her a beseeching look. “I can’t take another night of this, Sav. I can’t! Double the wine on the night before I’m going on a trip is asking for a bad day on the road tomorrow. Trust me, I’ve learned from experience.” She really had; travelling with a hangover, especially in the last ten years, was… no. It was never fun, but after she’d hit her mid-thirties, she just couldn’t do it.
“Well, I can’t exactly drink the wine, can I?” Savannah hissed, widening her eyes and tilting her head over at their mother, who had her back turned to them as she was shaking her head at Ben.
Taylor sighed in exasperation as she tugged the glass of wine toward herself by wrapping her finger around the stem of the glass. “This is the third night in a row you’ve plied me with alcohol, you know. When are you just going to tell them? You had this whole thing planned, right?” She tilted her head, concern drifting through her at Savannah worrying at her bottom lip. “You… you do want to tell them, right?”
Their parents had arrived Wednesday afternoon, a day earlier than planned. Which had been somewhat entertaining, as they’d walked in on Taylor guiding Ben and Savannah through the end of a yoga session that Savannah had gotten Ben to partake in due to it being her birthday week. And though their brother had gamely done it, he’d been laughably tense the entire time.
And even though Savannah’s excitement had been palpable and she’d been dipping her toes into the waters of actually picking out colors for the nursery when with Taylor, she’d frozen over dinner when their parents had asked about what was new in her life.
And she’d frozen again last night when their dad had smiled warmly at Taylor, but then tilted his head with a confused glint in his eye as he’d asked, “I love seeing you here, but, you sure there isn’t anything wrong? Your mother and I… well, that’s why we got here a day early, pumpkin. We’re a little worried over you having showed up back here for such a long time.” 
She’d nudged Savannah encouragingly with her heel, but her baby sister just gripped her fork tighter and had remained quiet, as Taylor had then troughed through the story of her list. Which was a pretty decent story, admittedly, especially since Brooke had diligently sent her even more details to work into her agenda for her trip.
Savannah threw another cursory look at their mom and Ben across the kitchen to make sure they were still busy before she turned back to Taylor, her expression bordering on desperate. “Of course I want to tell them! But every time I think the words are going to come out, they don’t!”
Taylor looked across the room herself, sure to keep her voice down as she reached out to squeeze Savannah’s shoulder in comfort. “Sav, they’re going to be thrilled. And you’re getting into your second trimester! That’s such big news.” The bright grin she felt pulling at her lips was uncontrollable, and it took everything she had not to reach out and press her hand over the tiny baby bump that had started to form.
It kind of amazed her, really. Every time she hung out with Savannah, it was like something new was happening. And even though Taylor loved Jo so incredibly much, she just hadn’t been around during Teresa’s pregnancy the same way. And even if she had been, their relationship hadn’t been close enough that she would have liked to have Taylor excitedly around all of the time, wanting to be a part of every step. 
“Dr. Hahn said it was safe to tell people. Everything is good,” she spoke softly, squeezing Savannah’s shoulders again, before she winked. “Plus, I don’t think you’re going to exactly be able to keep it from everyone for that much longer.”
Savannah’s somber look broke as she rolled her eyes with a scoffing laugh. “Thanks.” She put her own hand over her lower stomach, briefly, rubbing for just a second before she conscientiously dropped her hand back to the counter. “I just… what if. You know? And everyone’s going to have a thousand questions, and –”
“They will, sure. But Mom and Dad and Ben are going to be so thrilled, just like I am. They want to know. And they’re going to want you to tell them in person, Sav. Tonight, before they leave,” she held her sister’s gaze for a few beats, until Savannah nodded and her lips quirked into a smile.
“You’re stupidly good at talking, you know that?” Savannah joked as she reached for the glass of water she’d been discreetly drinking in lieu of the wine.
Taylor blew on her nails and buffed them on her shoulder. “A girl’s gotta have some tricks.” She dropped the faux-preening to arch her eyebrow at her sister. “And if you hesitate too long to tell the truth about the baby, I might think that you had me come here because you were legitimately wanting me with you during this and not just because you wanted to force me and Ben to live under the same roof.”
Her suspicions over the last month at the amount of inquiries from Savannah about the time she and Ben spent together and the defeated look on her face whenever she didn’t get affirmative responses that they’d bonded, all were confirmed when Savannah’s eyes widened and then a sheepish look took over her face.
“I did need you here for this! I do,” she insisted, her voice unwavering. Before she coughed softly and bit at the inside of her cheek. The expression reminded Taylor so strongly of the young, so painfully honest yet somehow still sly sister she’d said goodbye to when she’d left Faircombe.
Taylor hmm’d, holding Savannah’s gaze, because she knew…
“All right, fine.” Savannah huffed out a breath. “You know, the thing is, it’s you, me, and Ben. You know? Like into the future, it’s us. And I’m going to have Peanut, and I want you and Ben around for ungendered baby Vandenberg. I want all of us, together, as a family, and I’m so sick of being a go-between here. And I’m not sorry, because it’s working!” She rushed out, crossing her arms as she defiantly lifted her chin.
And Taylor could imagine if Ben had heard it, he might be a little peeved at being “played” but all Taylor could do was laugh. Full of affection, she reached out to pull Savannah in and gave her a quick hug. “You’re right. You’re a sly one, Savannah Vandenberg.”
Savannah put her nose in the air and sniffed. “I’m glad someone’s finally seeing it.”
Before Taylor could say anything back, her dad’s booming voice echoed through the house even from two rooms away. “Jo and I have retrieved the garlic bread!”
He had a loud voice that never sounded angry or scary, just like everything he said was some sort of announcement; it made her grin as everyone turned to face the doorway seconds before he appeared in it. Just starting to go silver around the temples, her dad’s perpetual smile brightened as he took all of them in, landing on her as he handed her the bread with a wink.
Ben turned to face him, turning the heat of the stovetop to the lowest setting as it appeared his debate with their mom finally ended. “You come back with the garlic bread but not your granddaughter?”
“Oh, I figured we could pick another one of those up at the store tomorrow,” their dad laughed, before he shook his head. “I’m back short one Jo, but I did pick up someone along the way.”
“And what a substitute it is,” Brooke’s dry voice was heard before she appeared in the kitchen doorway.
Greetings were given, but they rang deaf on Taylor’s ears as she sipped her wine and smiled at Brooke.
She was in one of her business-y button-down shirts, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and really hot. The thought pinged pleasantly through Taylor’s brain as she caught Brooke’s eyes, lifting her eyebrows.
She hadn’t really seen Brooke much since last weekend. Sunday dinner after the disaster that had been last Saturday, and then they’d texted Wednesday when Brooke had – formally, so Brooke-like – asked Taylor for her “agenda for the rest of the week” and an itinerary for her ten day trip.
And she’d then been horrified, of course, when Taylor had told her that she didn’t have an itinerary beyond “this is where I’m going” and had promptly made a detailed schedule for Taylor.
She was so ridiculously tickled by it that she might even use it. That in and of itself was a weird thought. It made her grin even brighter.
Brooke tilted her head at her curiously, and Taylor just smiled wider, shaking her head.
Brooke’s hazel eyes narrowed at her, silently questioning her from across the room, before she tore her eyes away and looked at Ben. “The Faircombe High drama club is doing their rendition of Shakespeare in the Park,” Brooke jerked her thumb over her shoulder, “out in Town Square right now, and Jo got caught up with her friends.”
Amy swiftly put down her glass, blue eyes excited. “Oh, I’ve missed that! Let’s watch before dinner.”
Taylor chuckled at her mom’s enthusiasm, especially as she shooed Ben away from the stove, quickly shutting off the burner, as she ushered everyone out of the door. Taylor took her time trailing behind her family as they filtered out.
And before Brooke could move to follow from where she’d stepped back and gestured for everyone to go ahead of her, Taylor stepped in front of her, shooting her a teasing smile. “Just a second, ma’am.”
The sigh Brooke gave was only slightly aggrieved, and Taylor could tell when Brooke looked at her with the arched eyebrow, that it was entertained most of all. After last weekend, after Brooke’s comment on being uncomfortable with her, Taylor felt like she’d gone over every interaction they’d ever had with a fine-toothed comb in her memory.
This look? This had been one she’d turned over so many times. One of the looks she’d thought she’d misinterpreted so much, and she’d felt sick over every time she’d leaned into it.
Uncomfortable, maybe, but in a good way. A way that pushed Brooke out of her own hard boundaries and took her out of that rigidity that she usually lived her life in – in this moment, Taylor realized as she stared down into Brooke’s face, she really, really liked that.
Maybe, actually, more than she’d even previously guessed about herself, she thought as she held Brooke’s hazel eyes with her own.
Brooke arched an eyebrow at her, waiting for her to say something, and Taylor pulled herself back to the moment with a self-indulgent smile.
“I need you to come upstairs with me real quick,” she murmured, throwing a quick look over her shoulder at her family, who were all heading toward the foyer, without realizing they hadn’t yet followed. “While everyone’s busy.”
Brooke bit her lip, crossing her arms as she shifted from foot to foot. “I mean, everyone –”
“Please don’t tell me you are just dying to witness the Faircombe High drama club’s rendition of Shakespeare in the Park for the thirtieth time,” Taylor cut in, arching an eyebrow with a laugh.
She had Brooke and she knew it. And when Brooke sighed in defeat, she knew they both knew it.
“Why?” Brooke asked, as Taylor knew she would, but she followed so easily when Taylor reached for her hand to tug her toward the back staircase.
“I have something I’ve been meaning to give to you, Brooke B. Watson,” Taylor informed her, tossing a wink over her shoulder, as she led Brooke down the hall to her room when they reached the top of the stairs. “Something I’ve been meaning to give you since San Diego.”
“San Diego?” Brooke almost seemed to splutter the words out, her tone a weird cross between indignant and nervous and… something else.
Very weird.  
Taylor arched her eyebrow at Brooke as she opened her bedroom door and held her arm out, gesturing for Brooke to enter before her. “Mmhmm,” she hummed.
Brooke’s intense gaze held her own for a long beat, as she paused right in front of Taylor. Only a few inches away, and Taylor was having the damndest time reading her body language. At once, Brooke’s arms were crossed over her chest, seeming so closed off to her, but at the same time, she seemed to lean in, her eyes searching Taylor’s, while her eyebrows lifted higher on her forehead.
She looked for all of the world trying to puzzle something out, as a flush traveled up her neck.
Taylor’s stomach flipped pleasantly at the proximity, though, because all she could really think about was how she hadn’t been this close to Brooke since last week, and she liked it. She liked Brooke’s subtle perfume enveloping around her, especially after she’d taken a whole lot of comfort in the scent last weekend, after having borrowed Brooke’s clothes.
The clothes she had also worn the following few nights to bed, just because it was so damn nice.
Brooke’s eyebrows drew down, giving her that so typical dour look that Taylor fucking adored. It was like Brooke was searching for her normal attitude, but there was something just slightly off about it, that Taylor couldn’t quite put her finger on.
“So. Uh. How was your week, then?” Brooke asked. 
After their evening last weekend, which Taylor would certainly call their closest – emotionally – encounter together in a lifetime full of encounters that ran the gamut of every emotion, Brooke’s awkwardness now was unsurprising in the least. And really, if Taylor was honest with herself, totally charming.
“Oh, shouldn’t you know? Since you asked for my day by day itinerary and all?” A smile tugged at the corners of her mouth when Brooke scowled at her. She laughed and reached up to tug lightly on one of the strands of hair that escaped Brooke’s bun. “Hey, I should thank you, by the way.”
Brooke blinked widely at her, once. Then twice. “Huh?”
Taylor slid her fingers softly down that tendril of hair, rubbing the ends between her fingertips. “I had a very curious morning,” she informed Brooke, playfully. “I had three hopeful yoga pupils on my doorstep. Right around the time I told you I’d be doing yoga here today. Isn’t that such a coincidence?”
Her grin widened when Brooke reached up and knocked her hand away from her hair and she did that little squirm that told Taylor she was a little uncomfortable.
“That is really coincidental. You’re right.” Brooke drew her bottom lip into her mouth, biting down.
Taylor just shook her head, grinning, and feeling so full of affection, a warmth settling low in her stomach. Last week, she told Brooke she’d wanted to run a yoga class. Coincidentally, something very similar ends up on her doorstep? Mhmm.
Brooke cleared her throat, breaking the silence that settled over them, hazel eyes settling on Taylor and looked deliberately hard. “All right, listen – I know what you’re really doing here, and…” she had to clear her throat, shaking her head as she rocked back on her heels and tightened her arms around herself. “It’s just not a good idea. At all.”
The playful comment Taylor had had on her lips about Brooke making her yoga dreams come true fell away into confusion. How had she –
Then she rolled her eyes at herself, and grinned ruefully. “I should have known you’d be one to figure it out. I told Savannah people were going to start putting it together!” Oh shit. “Wait, you haven’t said anything? Not that I imagine you, of all people, would.”
Brooke’s eyebrows crinkled, her gaze boring into Taylor as she snapped her jaw shut.
Taylor shook her head, stuck in her thoughts. She’d just discussed this with Savannah! This was why she had to start sharing the news, no matter how nervous she was. “What gave her away? The little baby bump?”
She tilted her head, smiling softly; she promised Savannah earlier this week she would go shopping for maternity clothing before she left for Antarctica and New Zealand, even though it would be well before she truly would need it.
It was only then that Brooke’s final words really registered with her. She blinked, staring at her in question. “What do you mean it’s not a good idea?”
Brooke’s mouth hung open. “Savannah’s pregnant?!”
Baffled, Taylor shook her head. “I – you said you knew what I’d come here for!”
Brooke’s earlobes turned red, even as she spluttered, “But – not – what? When? Since… with who?”
Taylor groaned; Savannah would kill her, in spite of the fact that she was sure murder was not good for the peanut. “Damn it. I’ve done such a good job keeping this on the down low! For months!”
No, no. It would be totally fine, because Savannah was going to tell everyone tonight. Drawing in a deep breath, she held Brooke’s gaze with her own. “Listen, can you just – act surprised when you find out?”
Brooke’s stare turned incredulous. “It’s not going to be an act! What?” The single word was a demand on its own.
Taylor had to take a moment to admire it, and she breathed an affectionate laugh and shook her head. “She – she hooked up with this guy when she went away a few months ago. The resort in Colorado?”
The intensity of Brooke’s eyes didn’t lessen. “Jesus.”
“Yeah, right?” Because – seriously. She lifted a hand and gestured at Brooke’s face with a wink. “Just, look like that tonight at dinner when everyone else is looking dumbfounded too, okay?”
Brooke rolled her eyes and shot her a look. “Shut up.” She rocked back on her heels, her hands fidgeting in front of her before she seemed to realize what she was doing and flexed her fingers against her thighs. “So… then… what are we doing up here?”
“Oh! Right, yeah.” Taylor tore her eyes from the strange nature of Brooke’s hand gestures and nodded her head into her bedroom. “Come on.”
She led her in, chuckling at the way Brooke tilted her head and ran her eyes over the room.
“It’s changed a bit since the last time I lived in it.”
“Yeah, the lack of Fiona Apple blasting and Cindy Crawford posters is really a vibe change,” came the dry response.
A loud laugh worked out of her throat. “Brooke! You said vibe! I really am rubbing off on you.”
“Joyous day.”
The sardonic delivery only made Taylor’s grin bigger, laughter bubbling up in her chest. “You don’t have to say it now, Brooke. I already heard you admit it,” she dropped her voice, “You like me.”
Brooke’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t make me regret it.”
“Never,” she promised, and meant it.
She turned to retrieve the pants and necklace she’d placed on her bed earlier – the pants folded nicely with the necklace nestled on top – before she presented them to Brooke with a flourish. “Now, may I give to you! The whole reason for this little upstairs trip.”
Brooke’s gaze settled on the neat bundle, before moving to Taylor’s face, and then back. Then back again. She visibly swallowed hard, before she cleared her throat. “Um. Wow. I thought…”
“That they were gone forever since you left them in the hotel room you ghosted me in?” Taylor finished brightly, loving Brooke’s narrowed eyes, and the way her blush crept up her neck.
Brooke cleared her throat, fingers twisting tightly together in a movement that was clearly subconscious, as it gave away the squirmy feelings inside.
The heat that flashed through Taylor’s stomach shouldn’t have been a surprise; the night with Brooke had been really, really good. But there was something now, after spending the time together that they’d had in the last month and a half that amped that feeling up exponentially. Hot enough that it stole her breath, that she could just feel it slide through her veins.
Being attracted to Brooke and enjoying Brooke weren’t new sensations for her in the least. But this feeling, she thought, as she stared at the woman in question, was – it was a lot stronger, and her heart sped up with the realization.
Clearing her throat, she shook her head as she blew out a deep breath. Huh. Okay. “Want me to put it on?” At Brooke’s questioning stare, she laughed lightly. “The necklace.”
“Right. Yeah.”
Taylor handed her the pants, winking as she did so. “Dry cleaned to save them from the wine.”
And the answering crinkle between Brooke’s eyebrows and wordless scowl that accompanied the deep blush spreading up to her face made Taylor both laugh and want.
Jesus.
She enjoyed the intensity of the feeling curling low in her stomach as Brooke slowly turned around, leaning her head forward slightly. The long line of her neck was dotted ever so slightly with freckles, little tendrils of her hair falling out of her bun.
Unable to help herself, she trailed her fingers over Brooke’s collarbones as she slid the clasps to the back of Brooke’s neck. She could feel the way her skin heated with her touch, and – even though she’d felt Brooke’s desire for her a couple of months ago, even though they had acted on this attraction, it had been different.
Because it had been easy. Brooke was attracted to her. Something Taylor hadn’t ever put a ton of thought into because it wasn’t shocking; she was attracted to Brooke as well. The attraction was just there, a part of their friendship – their something – for their entire adult lives.
But it didn’t mean anything more than that.
In San Diego, when they’d slept together, it was just acting on an attraction, it was a connection. A great connection, an electric attraction, but… that had been easy to go along with.
Something felt different right now, settling inside of Taylor’s chest.
Maybe it was this extended time they’d spent together. Longer than any time they’d ever spent together since long before this attraction existed. Maybe it was because of the emotions they’d shared in the last six weeks, that had deepened their friendship.
Because it was a friendship now. “You can’t deny that anymore.”
She didn’t realize she’d actually said the words aloud until Brooke murmured, “What?”
Fingers pausing just before she clasped the necklace, settling against Brooke’s neck, she blinked a few times and cleared her throat. “We’re friends, Brooke Watson.”
She wasn’t facing her, but she imagined that Brooke rolled her eyes. “What does that have to do with anything?” Her voice was the slightest octave deeper than was typical, and she moved to turn around, making Taylor realize she was still paused in her mission to clasp the necklace.
“Wait, don’t move,” she whispered, narrowing her eyes at the small clasp as she hooked it. And in that moment, she thought about the first time she’d done this. “Remember when I gave this to you?”
Brooke didn’t say anything for a few long seconds, before she answered, “High school graduation. We didn’t know you were coming.”
Because Taylor, at the time, hadn’t had much travel money and hadn’t entirely been sure she’d be able to make it. But with two connecting flights, she’d been able to arrive just in time, with this necklace for Brooke and a watch for Ben, both that she’d collected in a souk in Morocco.
“I remember when I bought this for you,” she smoothed her fingers lightly over the clasp and delighted in the way she saw Brooke shiver. “Something about it just – it felt like you.”
She expected the moment the words were out of her mouth for Brooke to scoff in her usual way, but, as she let her own hands fall to her sides, she saw the way Brooke reached her own hand up, her fingers moving lightly over the small, golden sunburst that hung from the delicate chain. The touch looked reverent, like she was relieved to have it back.
“Yeah, well. I guess I just got used to wearing it,” Brooke said in a way that didn’t reflect her body language. A typical Brooke deflection that gave Taylor a warm feeling.
She’d never put much thought into the fact that Brooke always wore the necklace she’d given her but never wore other jewelry. Of course, she’d noticed it, in the last twenty years. But it had never meant anything, the way it did now, in this moment.
It almost confused her, this intensity.
Brooke dropped her hand from where she’d held the small sunburst charm, and turned to face Taylor, taking a notable step back. Putting a space there that Taylor didn’t enjoy having between them.
“So, what’s your point?” Brooke arched an eyebrow as she rocked back and forth on her feet, tilting her head up at Taylor.
Who could only stare down at Brooke, questioning. Did Brooke want her to explain that it meant something to Taylor, this necklace? That she was feeling –
“You said, we’re friends. And?”
Taylor tilted her head in the opposite direction, holding Brooke’s gaze. “You said a while ago that we weren’t friends. But we are now.”
The touch of exasperation that she loved slid into Brooke’s expression as she rolled her eyes in that way she had. “Fine! Okay. Yes.”
A slow smile tugged up Taylor’s lips. “And it means, that when I go away, you’re going to keep in touch with me.”
Brooke’s stare turned incredulous. “Excuse you?”
Taylor snorted out a laugh. “You said before that we didn’t even keep in touch when I left and went on trips, and that was a contributing factor to us not being friends. But we are now. So… contact, on my trip. Right?”
She’d been mostly teasing when she’d first said it, but now that she explained herself, she realized that she really did want to keep in contact. Even if she was going to be gone for only ten days.
Taylor wiggled her eyebrows when Brooke let out a sigh that she could tell should sound genuinely put-upon, but was mostly exaggeration. “I mean, we could send an email or something.”
“Deal,” she latched on, and offered her hand. She wanted the touch. More than she wanted touch in a typical conversation, which… was already pretty significant.
Brooke eyed her hand carefully, before she slowly slid her own into it, and the contact set Taylor’s body into a simmer.
She squeezed Brooke’s hand softly rather than let it go and found she loved that Brooke didn’t pull away or scowl even exaggeratedly. It wasn’t even a real handhold, but it sent Taylor’s heart pounding in her chest in the most peculiar way. A wonderful way, though.
“Admit it. You’ll miss me,” Taylor cajoled as she stroked her thumb over the back of Brooke’s hand.
Brooke rolled her eyes but still didn’t pull away. “No.”
“No, you won’t miss me, or no, you won’t admit it?”
“Both. Neither. I can’t admit it because there’s nothing to admit,” Brooke intoned, more vexed than anything, and she squeezed Taylor’s hand back. “It’s just not good to lie, Taylor,” she mockingly chastised.  
Those words made her thoughts circle back to the beginning of the conversation, Brooke’s comment smacking right in the forefront of her mind. It’s just not a good idea.
“What did you mean earlier?”
Brooke blinked up at her, clearly bewildered at the turn of conversation. “What?”
Eyebrows furrowing with the thought, she shook her head and stared down at Brooke. “Earlier, you said that you know what I’m doing here and that it’s just not a good idea. But you didn’t know Savannah was pregnant. So… what did you mean?”
She knew the instant Brooke realized what she was talking about. She could feel the tension in their simple hand hold, the way Brooke’s cheeks flushed.
“I…” she trailed off, coughing with her obvious discomfort. “Nothing, really.”
It was maybe the worst lie Taylor had ever been told, and she shook her head. “No, really. What was it?”
Normally, she didn’t push, that wasn’t in her life philosophy. But there was this need to know what Brooke had been talking about, especially if it involved her. This felt more important now. Just more.
“Tell me,” she whispered, imploring.
She squeezed Brooke’s hand again, not letting her pull away even when she felt the resistance Brooke put into the hold, now.
Brooke groaned, from deep in her chest, scowling as she clearly internally wrestled with herself. Taylor could see how she bit at her cheek, as her neck turned a deep, dark red. “It – I – fuck,” she heaved out a frustrated sigh, and tugged her hand out of Taylor’s.
“It’s – I just – listen.” Brooke held up a hand, looking deadly serious, even with the embarrassed blush spreading over her cheeks and Taylor wasn’t sure she’d ever been more invested in what someone was about to say, as baffled as she was.
“You come here. Right after we… spent the night together,” Brooke cleared her throat. “And you lied,” she stressed the word, narrowing her eyes at Taylor with accusation. “You said that you’d had this list planned for a while, but then you admitted that you didn’t have the idea until the day we spent together! Because you didn’t think of it until after meeting Marjorie Lyle. So, you lied.”
Flummoxed, Taylor held up her hands in defense. “Savannah swore me to secrecy! What else was I supposed to do!”
“Well, I didn’t know
that,” Brooke growled. “So, I just – you lied about your timeline and then you were spending all of this time with me and –” she snapped her mouth shut at that, biting her bottom lip hard.
And it dawned on Taylor in that moment, staring at Brooke in shock.
“You thought I came here for you,” she spoke slowly, the words slipping over her lips as an absurdly pleased feeling rolled through her.
Brooke’s eyes widened, her mouth firming into a tight line, and Taylor knew without a doubt that she’d never seen Brooke look more embarrassed in their literal entire lives as she did in that moment.
It all clicked into place for Taylor, though, and a wondrous smile played at her mouth as it did.
“You thought I came here for you… and you wanted me to come here for you,” she surmised, her voice dropping low as the realization settled low inside of her, bringing with it a heat that was turned up from a low simmer into a boil.
“No,” the word shot from Brooke’s mouth in a quick, vehement rebuttal. “No, I didn’t. I said it was a bad idea.” She took a step back, away from Taylor, putting some space between them.
Space Taylor desperately – maybe more desperately than she’d ever felt with another human being before – did not want.
“But you came upstairs with me anyway,” she challenged, and followed Brooke’s retreat.
Brooke took another step back, before she hit Taylor’s dresser and stilled. She could see how hard Brooke swallowed, as she shook her head in a desperate denial. Desperate, and entirely unconvincing.
Taylor stepped even closer and waited momentarily, to see if Brooke would truly retreat for the door or if she’d stay. Stay, because she could feel this between them. How it was like their first night, but dialed up so much higher. This craving.
Brooke took a deep breath, and angled her head up at Taylor, remaining in the same place.
She could see it. She could see it right there on Brooke’s face. The sheer wanting that she felt inside, reflected back at her.
Closing the space between them with another slow step, she placed her hands on either side of Brooke’s shoulders, bracing herself against the dresser as she stood close enough to feel Brooke’s body heat, and the deep inhale she took.
“What is it with you and dressers?” Taylor murmured teasingly, leaning even closer. Her heart started to really thud in her chest, blood roaring in her ears, as only inches sat between them.
Brooke shook her head, their noses brushing with the movement, and Taylor’s breath hitched at the light, yet intimate touch.
“It wasn’t me who chose the dresser, last time!” she insisted, her tone as strong as it could be, while breathless. “That was all y–”
She pressed her lips to Brooke’s, swallowing the rest of her indignant sentence.
Taylor couldn’t wait anymore; she didn’t want to. She didn’t know the last time she’d needed this so much. Kissing – sex, physical pleasure – was something she always enjoyed, of course. But this felt dialed up so much, her body needed it in this moment.
She pulled Brooke’s top lip between hers, sucking gently as Brooke breathed out a strangled groan that shot right through Taylor’s entire body, landing heavily between her legs.
Though she had thought about their night together before, and thought that she definitely wouldn’t be opposed for any repeat performances, she hadn’t been waiting for another kiss. Only, as the tingles started in her mouth and worked their way through her body, she wondered if subconsciously, maybe she had been.
Taylor didn’t know.
She only knew that Brooke’s hands finally seemed to come to life when she felt them land on her hips and stay there for a mere second before they slid under her shirt. Just enough to feel the warmth of her skin, and she moaned, loud and unrestrained as heat arced through her body at the touch.
Her own reaction, the intensity of the desire that thrummed through her, was unlike anything she’d ever felt, and there was equal parts wonder and want. She could think about the why later, because right now, all she wanted was to feel.
Brooke’s tongue slid along hers and she sighed with it, cupping Brooke’s jaw in her hands to keep her close, her thumbs gently tracing over soft skin.
Brooke thought this was a bad idea?
Because Taylor didn’t think anything had ever made more sense than this right now, in this moment.
Downstairs, the front door opened and closed, the sound easily heard up in Taylor’s room with the door open. She wanted to shake her head at the interruption, but she was unwilling to give up Brooke’s mouth for even that.
But she could feel the tension leak back into Brooke’s body bit by bit, starting with the hands that had been stroking over her back and sides. They froze on her waist, and Taylor gentled her kiss, before she pulled back. Only enough to slide her nose against Brooke’s again, nudging the tips of their noses softly, loving that Brooke didn’t pull away.
“Admit that you’ll miss me,” she whispered, the words feeling somehow both playful and not, and she didn’t know quite where they came from.
“No,” Brooke’s short response came immediately, her breath warm as it washed over Taylor’s mouth.
And, god, she couldn’t help but lean in and steal another kiss with that feeling even as she laughed and rolled her eyes into the kiss.
“Admit it,” she murmured again into Brooke’s lips.
Brooke’s hands squeezed her waist, and Taylor shivered with the feeling of those fingers on her skin, as she groaned low in her throat, the sound almost pained, as she leaned up to press her lips firmly against Taylor’s again.
“Brooke?” Ben’s voice rang out, and Taylor guessed he was calling from the stairs. “Where’d you go?”
“Fuck,” Brooke whispered, before her head fell back against the dresser, as her hands dropped back to her sides. Stormy hazel eyes stared at Taylor for a long moment, before Brooke squeezed them closed and she side-stepped, away from the dresser and toward the door. “Not going to admit it, because there’s nothing to admit.”
Her voice was low and cut right through Taylor. Brooke reached for the pants that she’d dropped sometime between taking them from Taylor and the kiss, before she stood. “Uh, thanks for the pants. And the necklace.”
“Anytime,” Taylor breathed out, her tone still so low with the arousal flooding through her that she had to cough to force it back to normal. “Good thing there was no wine here, this time.”
“Shut up.” Brooke’s eye roll and blush was completely expected before she dipped out the door, and so, somehow, was the little smile that she could tell Brooke didn’t want to wear. 
Taylor could only stare after her for a long moment.
Holy hell.



Chapter Thirteen
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: And you call yourself my friend
November 14, 9:44PM
 
Brooke B. Watson,
We have three cities down.
Rocheford, Louisiana – pronounce it correctly, now – was maybe the closest thing to paradise I’ve ever experienced in the Southern U.S. At least, so far. I don’t want to go so far as to say it’s DEFINITELY going to be on the list, but… really, it’s going to be on the list. I’m attaching you some pictures from sunset on the coast, because sweet baby J! Everything was super accessible, they really have taken the time to highlight the selling points of their city.
The little inn I’m staying in is phenom. It’s just nestled in on the edge of town, so it’s quiet, but so gorgeous. My favorite part, though, is Buttons, the cat. She has three legs and half a tail, and just, you know, lurks around. She chases off pests and upkeeps the property, she’s not unfriendly, but she doesn’t like to cuddle up to people – she followed me at a polite distance and would stop as I stopped. She started coming closer and closer to me the longer I was around during the day – According to Anita (she’s the manager, we ended up having lunch together while I got some inner scoop on the town) she’s very attached to the family who owns the inn, but even when they try to take her in, she never gets too close for long. But never really leaves, either.
Buttons… reminds me of someone.
Okay, down to the true business of this email is this – I’ve been gone for two days, and you have yet to email me.
You can’t deny it, Brooke. We’re friend-somethings, now. Which means, we keep in touch. You’re usually so steadfast; don’t let me down, now.
Especially because there are things we should maybe start to discuss here… hmm?
Regards,
Taylor M. Vandenberg
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 14, 10:13PM
 
Glad Rocheford is going well. Hopefully the other cities will be as easy to nail down.
But why are you emailing me? It’s the twenty-first century. You have my phone number.
P.S. I am NOT a cat.
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 15, 8:31AM
 
Brooke –
Is it the twenty-first century?! Jeez, you think someone would have told me.
We are using email because you said you would email me, the other night before dinner. And again before you practically ran out the door to avoid me (don’t think I didn’t know that was what you were doing, especially because both of my parents looked a little surprised and put out that you weren’t sticking around for after-dessert pinochle). I know you were being facetious at the time, but really, I can’t guarantee that I will have cell service – actually, most of the time, I can guarantee that I won’t. I can guarantee that ninety percent of the time, I will have internet. Hence the email.
And I know you have my email because I slipped it to you right before dessert, while my family was still screaming about Savannah’s pregnancy (hope she was ready for all of Faircombe to know, because I think when my dad yelled it, it echoed through the Square). I’ve never seen anyone be so excited for anything, as he was when he hopped up from his chair. She needed that.
By the way, good thing everyone was up out of their seats and screaming in excitement, because your fake surprised reaction was sorely lacking.
So tell me – how is everything? In Faircombe? With you? Tell me. It’s been just about three days now and I’m itching to know the updates.
I’m itching to know how you are and what’s on your mind.
And I didn’t say you were a cat; I said the cat reminded me of someone – you drew that parallel yourself, didn’t you? ;)
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 15, 11:54AM
 
Okay. Fine. We can email.
I don’t have anything new to report. Everything is the same as it typically is. I get up, I go to work. I finished all of my budget projection approvals for the start of the year. We’ve gotten official approval to move forward with ordering a new fire truck and remodel for the fire department, which has been on the agenda for months, now.
Everyone in town is getting ready for the Thanksgiving Turkey Trot. We had a council meeting, open to the public. Pretty high turn out.
So, in summation, I’m well. Any updates on the list? How’s Guthrie? Better or worse than Rocheford?
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 15, 4:12PM
 
Woooooow. Have you ever written a personal email in your entire life?
I actually think you’re quite wonderful at just about everything I’ve seen you do. But I think we’ve found a winner for what you are worst at.
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 15, 9:50PM
 
I don’t write personal emails.
Because if I want to communicate with someone, personally, then I will just talk to them or text them. Like a normal person who lives in one place most of the year with normal cell phone reception.
Emails are for business.
Goodnight.
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 16, 5:59AM
Okay, you’ve talked me into it; I will teach you how to write a personal email.
First, you start by answering the questions I sent you with a little more oomf. Good, good, tell me about that city council meeting, but tell me more. What happened there? Did Kevin make you want to rip your eyes out? Give me the details, woman!
Let me also tell you, Marisa told me about how you have a code word for when Kevin attempts to come into your office without a scheduled meeting – and I love this about you. I love that the code word is scone.
Safe words, Brooke… very important ;)
Also – can we talk about Marisa’s feelings for my sister at some point?
What kind of “about me” section was that, Brooke? “Nothing new to report”? There is always something new to report. You are living a full life every single day, full of interactions with the people around you, with your cats. You are a whole, living, breathing, beautiful, smart, funny person. Did you and Ben win the last trivia night at Grady’s? What was the most impressive answer you gave?
Tell me about it. Tell me about the cats. Do they miss me? I felt like we bonded the week before I left and I want to come back to see them.
This is how you maintain relationships when you aren’t face to face.
As for me, here you go –
Guthrie was – you know, it’s fine? It’s everything that we had on the Potentials list, for sure, and it seems nice, but nothing had a wow factor today. I think this one is being crossed off, it’s not fitting the vibe.
But now I’m in Whitebridge – the final stop in Louisiana – so, a whole new journey. And after today, I think I can confidently say it’s going to be on the list. Best visit of the four so far. As SOON as I got into town, I was totally engulfed in this little street fair, and they had all these indie booths set up, and the food! I bought one of the best gumbos ever made in the history of the world.
I knew it was going to be a good stop, because driving here today was great. I picked up this woman named Aubrey – she was needing a ride about forty minutes out of town and it was kismet, because she needed a ride right to Whitebridge. We had a good chat; great vibes the whole day.
Okay, now you volley right back.
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 16, 10:10PM
 
Here goes.
Of course Kevin made me want to tear my hair out. And rip my ears off. I just assumed you already knew that if Kevin was involved, that was the way things are going to go.
So, it was the monthly public meeting, which means that we either get no turnout from the citizens of Faircombe or we get a hell of a turnout, which means something dramatic is going to happen, and the meeting is going to go way longer than the allotted ninety minutes. And thanks to Kevin, we had a whole slew of people showing up, making a whole to-do about that damn complex that he wants to put in, and of course, he’s over here spinning webs to make it seem like it’s all going to be “for the best interest of the town” like he gives a shit about that.
I’ll ask again HOW DID HE BECOME MAYOR!
Anyway.
Listen. Marisa is definitely in love with Savannah. She knows it. I know it. She knows I know it. And that’s about it. Savannah definitely doesn’t know it, and I think that’s the way Marisa likes it.
What do you want me to say? I am fine and everything is the same as normal. I finished all of those budget meetings and now I’m starting prep work for the first quarter of the new year, because all of the department heads have to give me their projection plans. It’s a blast.
Dolly, Spoon, and Gremlin are all great. Spoon is learning to read, Dolly is going on American Idol if that show is still on, and Gremlin is planning a heist. … you can come visit them if you want when you get back.
Of course Ben and I cleaned up at Grady’s; the Dolly Partners are hitting our stride again. And my most impressive answer was what was Lemony Snicket’s real name? It’s Daniel Handler and you can thank Jo for having read all of those books a couple years ago for my knowing it.
Glad Whitebridge is making the cut, sounds nice.
YOU PICKED UP A HITCHHIKER? You can’t do that! Do you understand how unsafe that is!!!! That person could have been a murderer! Do you have common sense? Have you ever watched a horror movie?
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 17, 6:43AM
 
The amount of times I have relied on the kindness of strangers while I’ve been traveling is… innumerable. I don’t know exactly where I would be right now if that wasn’t the case; certainly not in as great a shape as my life is in. 
I’m leaving for Penshaw, Mississippi now. Who knows who I will be picking up along the way ;)
Aw, don’t you be worried about me, Brooke. I’m careful.
(I do find it really sweet, though)
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 17, 6:51AM
 
Do. Not. Pick. Up. Another. Hitchhiker.
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 17, 7:22PM
 
Penshaw was nice, what I could see of it; torrential rains all day! But when I ducked into this little dimly lit bar, there was this amazing bluegrass band. Attaching the videos for you :) I attached the notes section that I’ve been keeping a detailed list of my days here in the towns for you, too. Figured you’d be into that.
Dealing with paperwork is “a blast” and your adorable cats are trying out for reality shows (beats the hell out of me if American Idol is still on tv; I barely have any time to watch most shows and if I do, it is not singing reality. Though I do enjoy the aspect of seeing someone’s dream come true) – point is! Brooke, are you MAKING JOKES VIA EMAIL WITH ME ALREADY?
I didn’t pick up another hitchhiker, but I would have if I saw one. I’d keep you in mind, don’t worry.
Fuck Kevin, though. Forreal. And guess what? A Two Minute Tirade also works via email. A lot of my tricks do. Tell me something I don’t know – also a great email back and forth… just so you know for the future.
Don’t think I don’t see you ignoring the end of my first message, Brooke. There are things we need to talk about, between the two of us. Things that have been keeping me up the last five nights since I’ve been gone.
And if I’m honest – which I always try to be, especially with myself – they spring onto my mind during the day a bit, too.
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 18, 8:02AM
 
Avoiding answering my message, I see.
Don’t make me drag this out of you. Please. I’m not there to do the face to face to cajole you into talking to me about what’s happening here.
Between us.
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 18, 8:15PM
 
I wasn’t avoiding you. I was busy. Had a very busy day today. Had to go to bed early last night. Plus, Gremlin got out and ended up in a scuffle with the Kellerman’s dog when I got home from work last night, because they were walking one of the trails near my house. Had to go to the vet (she’s fine, because I’m sure you’ll ask. Scratched up a little. Wanted to be calm and cuddle today. Unusual).
And then we have the Turkey Trot happening this Saturday, so I was overseeing the admin for that set up all day.
I just don’t see what you’re talking about. I don’t think there is anything we need to discuss.
How’s Murray Field, Mississippi? That’s where you’re at now right?
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 18, 9:13PM
 
Oh no! Send me a pic of Gremlin all cuddly with you because I’m sure it’s adorable, and I hope she’s feeling better.
Jo’s told me all about how she is helping out at the Turkey Trot, because she’s volunteering at the elementary school for the mentorship program.
Murray Field was decent, but not impressive. Def not hitting the list (I’ve managed to weed out a decent handful, actually). Sending you my notes (don’t think I haven’t noticed the little additions you’ve made on the notes app. Admit it, I can read you like a book. You love having all of the info in front of you and you love the way I sent it up, all organized like that).
But mostly, don’t try to change the subject.
Seriously, Brooke. We kissed! We kissed and it was a damn good kiss. You can’t tell me you didn’t think it was.
Don’t lie to me. Not even through email.
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 18, 11:51PM
 
Fine. Attached are cuddly Gremlin photos. I wasn’t prepared for a photo op so you’ll live with my lounge wear.
Jo’s actually been great working at the middle school mentorship program. She even came to city hall to help set it up.
I’m not changing the subject! The whole reason you’re gone and we’re emailing is because you’re scouting out all of these cities for the list.
I’m not saying the kiss wasn’t good, Taylor. I’m saying what I said that night – it’s a bad idea.
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: And you call yourself my friend
November 19, 7:56AM
 
I love your lounge wear. I love it so much, I’ve kept what you’ve loaned me and I even brought it with me to sleep in.
Brooke, it’s not a bad idea.
I’ve thought about it since the day I left. It’s all I’ve thought about, really. Distractingly so. And the conclusion I’ve come to is that you are so wrong that this is a bad idea. So wrong that four turns couldn’t make it a right.
The way I see it is this:
We’ve known each other for our entire lives. We like each other as people, more than we like most other people, I think. We understand each other more than most people understand us, and we always have. We respect each other. We make each other laugh. We are good at being there for one another when laughter is the last thing we feel.
We’re insanely attracted to each other. We already know we have great chemistry in bed, and all I’m saying is that maybe we should explore it more than one night.
Because it’s here, Brooke. It’s between us. And I don’t want to waste the next five weeks I’m spending in Faircombe pretending it’s not.
I don’t want to spend five weeks pretending I don’t think about how your mouth feels against mine. Pretending I don’t want to feel your body against mine. Pretending that I don’t want to see you more than just on Sunday night dinners or occasionally around town.
Tell me how that is a bad idea.
 
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Definitive list of reasons why dating Taylor Vandenberg would be a total fucking disaster
November 19, 5:19PM
 
1.      Because we would be a disaster waiting to happen.
2.      Because we’re working together on this list! You don’t date people you work with.
3.      Because you have to drag my feelings out of me and you blurt yours out at the drop of a hat; we’re too different. That’s just one of the ways in which we are TOO different. You know this.
4.      Because your brother is my best friend. And you’ve only just started reconnecting with him.
5.      Because your sister and niece and your parents are like my family.
6.      Because we’re working together on the list. Deserves to be said twice. Because you don’t date people you work with!
7.      Because the last time we had sex, I bruised my finger on a wine bottle and that fucker hurt for days.
8.      Because your use of the word vibe would be the end of me.
 
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Re: Definitive list of reasons why dating Taylor Vandenberg would be a total fucking disaster
November 19, 8:21PM
 
Nothing you said in that email sounds like a true deterrent to me. It sounds like a list of excuses. Don’t you feel a hint of what I’m feeling for you? I think you do.
1.     But what an amazing disaster we could be. We had an amazing night together in San Diego. You made me come so hard, and that was even before we got to really reconnect like we have in the last couple of months. It would probably be even better now. Our kiss was, I think.
2.      My family is like your family, which means we get the benefit of knowing each other so well already.
3.      Don’t try to say we work together and use that as an excuse! We’re building the list together, but it’s not like you employ me.
4.      We are different, but our differences have always helped us balance one another. Always.
5.      I’ll keep all bottles of wine safely away from you.
6.      You like my vibes.
7.      You have such amazing lips and I’d like to feel them on mine again. As soon as possible. The day I come home, if I can. Only three days away…
8.      Because I’ve been in Raley Cove, Alabama all day and it’s beautiful, Brooke. It’s so beautiful – one of the underrated southern gems for sure – and amidst enjoying being here by myself (which, I am), I find that I’m wishing you were here to provide your typical Brooke commentary.
I can hear your comments in my ear, the ones you would make derisively about the lackadaisical attitude of this coastal town. I can picture how antsy you would be to move around it and search out every nook and cranny to see what it really means to be here. It inspired me to go out and actually peek around city hall and go talk to some city officials instead of just enjoying the vibe and going where the wind took me, because I knew that’s what you’d have done.
I can picture the way you’d sit next to me on the beach, with your shoulders just a little tense and your face set into that slightly unimpressed look while the sand got on you. And how you’d roll your eyes but laugh when I kicked the sand at you.
It’s not a bad idea.
 
Brooke sat at her typical seat at Grady’s, frozen, as she stared down at the email she’d just received from Taylor, her heart in her chest.
She didn’t know why she hadn’t expected this volley right back, this volley of words from Taylor that made her want so much. Not sexually, even. Just want. Brooke was familiar with wanting when it came to sex; that was kind of the easy part of relationships.
But it was only with Taylor that she felt this hard tug inside, this pull of want to just be in her orbit. To be with her, to be near her, to know what she thought, to hear her voice.
There it was. Written right in front of her, all of the reasons that it would be so easy to sink into what Taylor’s offering.
It was a terrible idea, though. It was. Her list was all the truth.
And at the end of the day, she hadn’t even had the heart to write the truest statement of all.
That Taylor would be gone in five weeks and Brooke would miss her when she left. Achingly so. Hell, she already missed her. Right now, she missed her.
She just had to stay strong and hold out – against the memory of that kiss, which, in turn, continued to remind her of their night together. The night she still remembered in vivid detail three months later – for five weeks.
Five weeks, and then Taylor would be gone. Off… somewhere. Brooke frowned, tapping her fingers against the table, as she raked her mind over Taylor’s comments from the last couple of months. The thing was, nothing Taylor ever said just escaped Brooke’s mind. It was all catalogued up here, somewhere.
And she couldn’t remember where Taylor was going to next. Or, really, why it mattered.
Against her better judgment, as she cast her eyes around the pub to do one last scan for Ben, who had texted her to say he was running a couple minutes late to trivia, she opened her phone.
She took a deep breath as she typed in the URL to Taylor’s website for the first time. Idiot, she insulted herself even as she did so.
She’d never looked before; she could lie to herself, as she had in the past, and say it was because of lack of interest. Or she could be honest and admit that it was because it was easier to box Taylor completely out of her mind than let her linger like an ever-present ghost.
Immediately, she was brought to an engaging, colorful home screen. There was a little airplane, emblazoned with a stylized T, at the top, that was flying over a map, and the map was lined with what had to be hundreds of pins.
Before she could click on anything, Ben fell into the seat across from her and she jumped, her heart racing as she scrambled to put her phone away, locking it and placing it face-down. Idiot, she grimaced at herself once again.
Ben sighed, dragging his hand through his hair. “Sorry, had to drop Jo off with Teresa, hit traffic on the way home. And then there was a problem at the clinic that I got approximately fifty thousand calls about; the supplies drop off guys were being real assholes to my front office.”
“Yeah, no problem. It’s all good,” she spoke quickly, shaking her head as if that would work to push out the emails.
In all honesty, she’d thought Taylor leaving – especially after that last night, when Taylor had kissed her – would be great. A good break for her to be able to see clearly, without the Taylor-tinged influence.
Instead, she heard from Taylor every day, and she couldn’t bring herself to ignore the emails.
She’d tried.
Ben gave her an incredulous look. “It’s never yeah no problem when someone runs late. I mean, even just a joking comment, but never no problem.” He looked down at her phone, which was still clutched in her hand, she realized seconds too late, as she released it onto the table. “What kind of inappropriate things are you doing on there, huh? Writing shitty Yelp reviews for other cities under a codename?”
Brooke rolled her eyes and deadpanned, “You caught me. That’s how I spend every night after trivia, how’d you figure it out?”
“FaircombeRulez69… it was a pretty obvious username,” Ben shot back, before the smile on his face turned more genuine. “I mean. You did do it the one time, when we took Jo to the circus in Guston, five or six years ago.”
“The stage they used for their production wasn’t up to code and they threw peanuts into the crowd! We didn’t fill out a waiver, saying we were not allergic to nuts. That’s a fucking nightmare to deal with, as I’m sure the mom of that kid who had to get his EpiPen also thought,” she challenged, indignant, before they both broke down into laughter.
She took a deep breath. This. This was good, familiar territory. None of those stomach clenching, worry inducing, over-thinking moments. Not here. This was just – normal.
It was far, far too easy to lose herself in Taylor, even in her emails. This? Was where she needed to force herself to stay. 
***
The strength to keep Taylor tucked into the back of her mind lasted all of until she got home that night. She’d done everything she could – played with Spoon and Dolly, and even Gremlin had joined in a bit, emailed Kevin back and rejected his ideas for their next council meeting, cleaned up the kitchen from where she’d prepped some food for the Faircombe Turkey Trot festivities tomorrow… and all of that had gotten her to eleven thirty.
She refused to answer that email. The one where Taylor listed all of the reasons they could work in a together-couple sense, because Brooke couldn’t let herself really believe that. The email that made her heart pound and ache, because she knew she was right. That her stance on the two of them not working, was intrinsically correct, and they just shouldn’t cross that boundary. No more than they already had.
Instead, she pulled up Taylor’s website again.
By two in the morning, she was lounging on her couch, and even though it was far past her typical bedtime, she felt wired.
Because – damn it, she really did have to give it to Taylor. Taylor-Made to Travel was really something, and Brooke had been wrong for the last twenty years.
This was no “little blog” and all of the times Taylor jokingly laughed or snorted whenever she referred to it as such made a lot more sense now.
She’d only intended on clicking one or two of the little pins on the interactive map on the site, that were dated for the time that Taylor traveled, and titled with little captions.
Some of them were light and fun – Spoiled in Spain, which detailed her adventures on a two month trip through the cities of coastal Spain. Some of them were somber – Mixed-up in Mostar, which spoke candidly and respectfully about not just Taylor’s experience on the tenth anniversary of the ending of the war in Bosnia and Herzegovina, but also painted a picture of the history that happened there.
And some of them were telling about Taylor – Born in Barioche, which spoke of how she’d ended up in Argentina almost a year after she’d left Faircombe for the first time, and how it was while kayaking there that she’d realized she’d found happiness in her constant travel. It was where she’d realized this was the life she wanted to live.
Once selected, it brought you to the multitude of photos, videos, and blogs about Taylor’s time in that particular area. Her pictures were more than impressive – they were beautiful, moving, silly, sweet, and everything in between. Her videos – that usually featured her partaking in an activity – always somehow felt like she took the audience with her.
That was how she’d gotten so successful, Brooke had realized in the last couple of hours. Because that quality Taylor had, like you were the center of the world when her attention was on you, shined through even like this. Even not in person, though her website. She took you with her through the world.
But what Brooke liked the best was the blogs. Because while she’d never thought Taylor unintelligent in the least, her writing was a shocking strength. She commented on the universality of life while remarking on the individualism of the world. The devastation of genocides and wars she’d physically seen, and the joys of new life and the sheer wonder of the beauties of the world.
 
Humans – the concept of humanity and the life we’re given – is utter wonder.
We are all these creatures of flesh and bone, heart and brain. We’re born and we breathe and we love and we fight and we cope and we grieve and we laugh. We all have people we adore and the ones who break our hearts, dreams we aspire to and the barriers that block them.
The incredible fact of life is that no matter where you are in the world, no matter who you are sitting next to, this is the truth of what it means to be human. That we are all the same inside.
The wonder of it all is the possibility we’re given. Physically, we are all built the same, but all 7.6 billion of us look different. You can make your own choices, but still be the casualty of someone else’s war. We all have the people who’ve shaped us, but the same person who broke your heart is someone else’s hero. The thing you’re running away from is exactly what someone else is running toward.
Make your mistakes. Chase your dreams. Speak your truth.
Listen to other people’s truths along the way.
 
As always,
Taylor
 
“As always?” She muttered, rereading the way every piece was signed off. No, she wasn’t misreading anything; it really did all sign off with as always. “What is that?”
All of it, excepting that ridiculous sign-off, was brilliant. It really was. Taylor really was.
But what got to Brooke the most was how Taylor could visit a place once, sometimes for just a few days, and could see right to the core of it. How she could understand a place and see it at its best, even if she visited and literally saw it at its worst.
Yet, she couldn’t feel that way for Faircombe.
In the past, this frustrated her, angered her, upset her – ran the gamut. But now? Knowing everything she knew about Taylor and being able to slot in the key facts she’d learned about her in the last couple of months… it just made her sad.
And determined.
Taylor once asked her to really show her Faircombe, and Brooke finally understood the assignment.
To: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
From: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
Subject: Important Question
November 20, 2:49AM
What are your plans on Tuesday? The day you get back?
I want to show you something.
It’s not a date.



Chapter Fourteen
 
It felt nice, Taylor decided, to come back to a home that had the smell of a warm meal wafting through the air, as she kicked the front door shut.
It felt really nice, actually.
It was far from her norm, not her typical experience at all. In fact, it was never her experience. Because either she stayed somewhere that didn’t have a kitchen and she went out to eat or she stayed somewhere that did have a kitchen and she was cooking for herself.
But this? As she stepped into the foyer and sniffed at the air, while the house blocked the cool November chill that started to set in, this was – it was comforting.
“Honey, I’m home!” she called out, jokingly.
“Kitchen!” Jo’s voice rang back, slightly muffled through the distance.
She crossed the threshold and grinned at her niece, who sat at the counter with her phone, schoolwork, and a bowl of beef stew settled in front of her.
“God, that smells delicious.” She sniffed the air again.
“Beef stew. Dad put some in the microwave for you before he went back to work, since you said you’d be back tonight,” Jo pointed her fork across the kitchen at the aforementioned microwave, before she sat up straighter and shot Taylor a bright grin. “And – you’re back! On time! He actually said you might be late, but I knew you’d come back when you said you would. Can I see the pictures you took before you put them up? Oh, and can you look over my presentation for the history fair? Bobby,” she rolled her eyes, at her scorned middle school nemesis’s name, “has been rubbing his presentation in. Like, okay, maybe your cousin is a history professor, but my aunt has actually been everywhere in the freaking world! And you’re actually going to be here to see it in person this year!”
Taylor paused in the doorway and blinked a couple of times at the avalanche of words coming at her, before she clapped her hands together. “All right – one, you always see my pictures before I put them up on my site. Two, these pics aren’t actually going up yet, because they’re for the list. Three, I would absolutely be honored to help with your presentation and to humbly rub Bobby’s nose in it. You’re getting first place this year.”
It made her excited, really, because – she was going to be here. For the first time since Jo started doing these history fairs a few years ago, she was here. And she wasn’t here trying to avoid the townspeople of Faircombe, either.
It was more than nice, she decided. With that, she let her duffel bag slide off her shoulder and land on the floor with a flourish.
“How do you pack for almost a whole two weeks and fit it all into that bag? When I go to a sleepover for one night, I bring that size bag.”
“Experience. Trial and error,” she added with a laugh.
It wasn’t necessarily true; when she’d left Faircombe all those years ago, she’d packed as much as she could carry, but it hadn’t been much. She’d learned to live – and live well – with a small amount of whatever she could carry with her. Recycling out clothing as it got worn through various places, and storing some items in a unit she had rented in San Diego. But she’d definitely learned how to pack compactly and how to narrow down her essentials, long ago.
She laughed at Jo’s dubious expression, before she headed for the microwave. That beef stew – the coming home to a homemade meal – was calling to her.
Taylor only realized the time as she caught it on the microwave door as she shut it after retrieving the bowl. 5:47PM.
Brooke was coming to pick her up at quarter past six!
Shit. She paused as she went to grab a fork, wondering – should she even eat this?
“You don’t like it? Dad’s gonna be so offended; he thinks he makes the best stew in Tennessee,” Jo joked, as she stared at Taylor from the kitchen table.
Taylor rolled her eyes affectionately; her brother actually did make a really good stew, before she shook her head. “It’s not that. I’m going out in a half hour.”
Jo’s eyes widened dramatically as she pushed back from the table. “Ohhhh, like on a date?”
Just hearing the word made her stomach flip flop pleasantly. A date with Brooke. In all honesty, it wasn’t something she had ever seriously considered before, not even after their night in San Diego.
But the more she’d thought about it in the last few weeks, the more she wanted it. The more it felt right. It had become her singular thought during her time away, to the point that she thought about Brooke during every activity she partook in. Every street she’d walked down, she wondered what exactly Brooke would have to say.
She imagined the critically appraising commentary and how carefully Brooke would have scoped everything out. She would have taken note of how well the sidewalks and streets were maintained, she would have thought to look into the voting districts and how the citizens were being treated on a logistical, fundamental basis.
Even though her lists weren’t something she ever took lightly – nothing she ever posted was taken lightly, even if it appeared so – Brooke made her take her list more seriously. Even imaginary Brooke.
Still.
Not a date flashed through her mind like a giant, neon, flashing sign above a bar.
It was Brooke’s heavy insistence on that that made Taylor begrudgingly admit, “No, not a date.”
“I mean, who would you even be going on a date with, in Faircombe? I only know a few – oh my god! Auntie Sav was totally right!” Jo’s squeal could have echoed through the house.
Taylor shook her head, bewildered. “What is going on! Why are we yelling! What did Savannah tell you!”
“Brooke! You and Brooke.” Jo laughed, the sound nearly maniacal, as she gripped her sides.
Taylor moved closer, close enough to poke her niece in the ribs as she smiled through her confusion. “Why is that funny to you?”
Because, honestly, it felt like maybe the most serious thing she’d ever done.
Jo continued to cackle. “Like, the idea of Brooke being all romantic and picking anyone up for a date is hilarious.”
“Hey!”
Jo pushed on as if Taylor hadn’t said anything, “And then going out with you? Like, the coolest hippie person ever? When Auntie Sav joked about it after Sunday dinner, I thought it was just… like I said, a joke!”
She shook her head; honestly, she wasn’t surprised at all that Savannah had picked up on this and started really putting things together. Not in the least.
“I happen to think that Brooke could be really romantic, if she wanted to,” she insisted.
She’d seen Brooke during vulnerable moments, now. And she’d never underestimated Brooke, ever. When Brooke Watson was determined to do something, she was going to do it.
Her comment made Jo break down into even more laughter.
***
“Oh, Brooke’s going to kill me,” she muttered as she grabbed her jacket off the coat rack, and grinned to herself.
Brooke definitely did not approve of tardiness… but damn, Taylor loved to have Brooke a little riled up. Loved in a way that she’d realized with some soul searching over her trip, that she didn’t quite feel with anyone else.
Taylor naturally flirted and teased; it was just who she was. But there was something about Brooke’s reaction that was so distinct. So singularly Brooke, that it carved out a place inside of Taylor’s heart. She’d never really explored it before, not until this return to Faircombe. But it was an inevitable truth.
She was going to be less than a minute late, she realized, since it was 6:12, and she’d agreed to meet Brooke at 6:15 over on the next block. Which would be fine to most people. But Brooke Watson was not most people, and Taylor had always loved that.
She was even more fond of all of these little Brooke-facets, now.
“I’m going out! Your dad’s going to be home soon, right?” She called up the stairs to Jo, knowing after having spent almost two months in this routine that Ben would be back from a late night at the clinic just after seven. “Don’t burn the house down!”
“Good luck trying to romance the least romantic person on the planet!” Jo called back, her voice echoing down the stairs.
Taylor snorted, which turned into a cackle, and just the thought of the way Brooke would roll her eyes at that warmed her. She didn’t correct her, though. Because damn it… she wanted this to be a date and she knew on some level, Brooke did, too.
She whipped the door open, and –
And the warmth she felt at the thought of Brooke instantly grew more intense, as the very woman stood there in front of her, mingling with surprise.
There, with her wavy hair pulled back into a twist that looked slightly more complex than Brooke typically wore, her hands tucked into the pockets of a black bomber jacket, and that little line between her eyebrows as her lips pulled to the side in deep thought, was Brooke.
Both confused and pleased, Taylor smiled. “I thought we were meeting up? What are you doing here?”
Brooke shuffled a bit on her feet. “I – we were. I just – I mean, I was walking past your house. And you’re here, so it felt ridiculous to not just stop in so we can walk together.”
“You’re not going to hear me complaining.” Taylor shut the door behind her with a snap, deliberately stepping into Brooke’s space, taking a deep inhale, and she couldn’t keep her eyes off Brooke’s face.
She’d craved for the last couple of weeks to be in Brooke’s space again. She could still feel the sensation of Brooke’s mouth on hers in a way she was utterly unfamiliar with, but she was quickly becoming obsessed with it.
And she’d missed that, too. The way hazel eyes looked up at her, always so fucking intense, the way they did right now. For just a few seconds, she felt like she was going to get lost in them, in the open, unguarded look in them when she stepped just a bit too close.
Before Brooke blinked a few times and stepped back, putting a foot of space between them. “Good. Let’s go. We still have enough time to get a good table.”
“Where are we going?” Taylor couldn’t help but ask. For about the twentieth time, if they counted how many times she’d asked through email and text.
“I thought you liked surprises?” Brooke asked with a side-long smirk that Taylor felt like she was about a second away from becoming addicted to. She loved playful Brooke.
Taylor wiggled her eyebrows. “You know what I enjoy more?”
“Don’t say it.”
“You taking me out on a date,” she finished, as Brooke swung the fence gate open for her and then closed it smartly, before starting to lead them down the sidewalk.
“It’s not a date!” Brooke insisted.
“Then what is it?” She challenged, arching an eyebrow as Brooke’s shoulder nudged into hers as they walked. “Even if you don’t tell me where we’re going,” because Brooke was right; she did like surprises, “what are we doing?”
She was especially willing to drop it, because she was hoping that if she played her cards right, she would get another kiss at the end of the night. She glimpsed down at Brooke’s mouth, and indulged herself to linger on the softness of those lips. She’d thought about that mouth every night.
Brooke merely hummed softly under her breath and exaggeratedly pursed said lips, as if to say I’m not telling.
It made her roll her eyes even as she grinned softly. Because acknowledging their kiss or not? Acknowledging that this was a date or not? Brooke had picked her up at the door. The thought of it, the actual action, pleased her. Brooke was picking her up at the door and walking so close in Taylor’s orbit that she could smell her subtle perfume.
She was stuck on Brooke picking her up at the door.
“Okay, what is it?” Brooke asked, turning just enough so that she could comfortably look up at Taylor, and the streetlights reflected off her face, washing her in a soft, gentle glow.
“What’s what?” She didn’t have to pretend to be confused.
“You’re – you’ve got a smile on. Different than a normal smile for you. And you’re humming.”
She loved that Brooke knew her smiles; maybe it was silly to love that, since they had known one another essentially forever. But, everything felt different now.
Grinning brighter, she shrugged, and her voice was soft as she said, “It’s just… you picked me up at the door.”
Brooke huffed out a breath and turned to face forward as they walked, her tone gruffer than moments before. “I told you; it just made sense. And, seriously, it’s just plain good manners. If you have the time to do it, then you should just pick up the person you’re going out with.”
She let Brooke’s word choice slide, as she reached out to run her hand down Brooke’s arm, and tuck it in the crook of her elbow, tentatively. But Brooke didn’t shake her off.
It gave her what she needed to admit, “I get that it’s not a date. But,” Taylor bit her lip, “no one’s ever picked me up at the door before.”
Brooke nearly tripped over her own feet as she stared up at Taylor in shock. “That can’t be true.”
Taylor shook her head, stroking her hand over Brooke’s arm. “It is!”
“But, I mean. Come on. Taylor, you… look at you.” She coughed. “You’ve dated a ton, all over the world.”
“And,” she slowly added on, “I haven’t had an actual house to be picked up from since I was a teenager, living in that same house. And back then, I wasn’t dating anyone who’d have openly come to the door for me.” She grew a little pensive, thinking back. “Then… I haven’t been living a chaste life for the last twenty-five years, no.”
She squeezed Brooke’s arm in playful rebuke when she snorted in laughter.
“But it’s never been that sort of – I’ll-pick-you-up-at-your-house-at-seven, kind of deal.” Really, she’d never thought she was missing out on anything in that regard. She wasn’t someone who let herself live in regrets, so even now, she couldn’t let herself regret it.
Even if this? This was… it was so nice.
It was lovely to have this first, and it was even lovelier to have it with Brooke.
“Idiot women,” Brooke muttered under her breath, before seeming to catch herself and clear her throat, as she turned them down a different side street.
Taylor heard it though, and smiled brighter as her stomach flipped. Jo thought Brooke wasn’t romantic? Maybe not in a traditional sense and maybe not even to Brooke herself, but Taylor knew.
She was the one who felt the butterflies, after all.
“I finally understood the assignment,” Brooke murmured as they drew closer to what Taylor realized was a deceptive opening to a bookstore.
Nestled right on a side street on Calamus Ave., in what appeared as one of the many brick-front homes, but the front door had been changed to appear like a large book cover, swinging open. Embossed in large, Victorian lettering above it read The Armory. Book spines lined on the windowsills, with fairy lights hanging over them.
“What assignment?” she asked, already feeling charmed. “How have I been here for almost two months and not known this was here?”
Brooke’s grin was triumphant, proud, and sexy as hell. “Because you underestimated Faircombe. This is Donovan’s old bookshop, remember I told you a couple of weeks ago? They do these writing workshops, Sunday nights. And then Tuesdays,” she indicated around them as if to say here we are, “it’s open mic night.”
“I’m so disappointed I wasn’t back for us to do the workshop! But, Brooke, this is right up my alley,” she confirmed, squeezing Brooke’s arm again, and just enjoying the closeness as Brooke started leading them down the walkway.
She ducked her head, though there was clearly a pleased flush on her cheeks. “Yeah, I thought it might be.”
Picking her up, taking her to a night out that she’d clearly put a decent amount of thought into… DATE just echoed through Taylor’s mind, even as she shook her head and asked again, “But, what assignment?”
Brooke took a deep breath. “When you wanted me to really show you Faircombe? That assignment.”
“Ahhh. But,” Taylor paused, scrunching her face up in thought, “You did that assignment – if you want to call it that. You showed me Turner’s Ridge. Your favorite place.”
Brooke’s mouth opened like she had something that wanted to come out, before she closed it again and shrugged. There was a slight tension edging into her shoulders, Taylor could feel it.
She kept her tone light, trying to pull Brooke away from whatever had been on her mind, as she asked, “By the way, did you ever go up here with anyone? Mount Make-out?”
Brooke quickly turned to look at her, face the picture of consternation, as she rolled those hazel eyes. “You know I didn’t.”
The intensity in her tone surprised Taylor, because she hadn’t even really been teasing. “I didn’t say it had to be when you were in high school! Just because your first kiss was in college with yours truly –”
“Can you – I’m trying for us to just have a good night, and that is humiliating,” Brooke whispered, even though there were only a few other people outside on the porch, and they were over ten feet away.
She used her hold on Brooke’s arm to stop her from walking away from her, as actual offense slid through her. “You know, that’s the second time you’ve referred to our first kiss as humiliating. Why is it so humiliating for you?”
“Because I don’t like to think about the time that my best friend’s older sister pity kissed me because I was twenty-one and had never been kissed before.” Brooke retorted, color high on her cheeks, reflecting in the twinkling lights.
Taylor’s mouth fell open, insult curling in her veins. “Hey. I don’t pity kiss anyone. I kiss who I want to kiss because I want to kiss them.” She slid her hand up and took Brooke’s chin in her hand, feeling the heat and softness of her skin under her fingers. “We kissed that night because I meant that anyone would have been lucky to kiss you.”
She could remember it easily, even though it had been almost twenty years ago. Mostly because it had been the first night she’d ever seen Brooke as the stunning adult woman she clearly still was, rather than the just-barely-a-high-schooler she’d been when Taylor had left.
She could remember the embarrassed and agitated way Brooke confessed her sexuality and that there was no one interested in kissing her. And as Taylor ran her eyes over Brooke’s face, standing only inches away now in the moonlight, she could vividly remember exactly what she’d felt then.
She gentled her fingers, stroking lightly, as she spoke softly, “You know, what drove me crazy about you saying stuff like that back then? It’s the same, now. Don’t say that about yourself. Seriously. You are passionate and intelligent and snarky and hilarious and beautifully caring. You know me; would I say or do something that I don’t mean?”
Brooke stared up at her, eyes wide, before she closed them tightly and prevented Taylor from seeing the worlds reflected in them. But she felt her own words, the strength of her conviction behind them, and she needed Brooke to feel them, too. She needed it, viscerally.
She could feel, ever so faintly, the skittering fast racing of Brooke’s heartbeat at the pulse in her neck, and she knew – she knew – that Brooke was feeling it. That she was feeling something.
“Oh, girls!” Mrs. Hibbard called out, breaking this spell. She hustled, with her perpetual thick, ankle-length skirts swishing, up the pathway, followed by her teenage granddaughter. “Y’all better break this up and get on inside, now. Donovan said they’re expecting a big turnout tonight. If you two little love birds want to get a good seat, you gotta get it now.”
The first thing she noticed was that there was no derision or even a trace of a mocking tone when she’d addressed them as love birds. Not the one she expected she’d have gotten twenty-five years ago.
Even so, she had to sigh.
Because she just knew that in mere seconds, Brooke would yank away from her. Embarrassed and maybe annoyed at having been caught in a personal moment with Taylor in front of someone, and being addressed as such, on top of it all.
Brooke shocked her though. She did pull back, slowly, her eyelids fluttering open. She gave Taylor a deep, probing, serious look that she couldn’t understand, before she nodded. “Mrs. Hibbard’s right. Billie made her famous biscuits and there’s a thriller story that Jackie Barnes has been telling weekly that’s going to hit a peak tonight.”
Taylor nodded gamely, surprised and pleased enough to melt when Brooke paused and then offered Taylor her elbow again to walk in. “You’ll have to fill me in.”
Brooke did fill her in and she got to experience firsthand that Jackie’s mystery thriller about a missing girl from a small town was great. And so were Billie Tiller’s biscuits.
But it was Mrs. Hibbard’s granddaughter’s poem, about being swept up in falling for someone and not really realizing it because it felt too much like being empowered, that grabbed Taylor and wouldn’t let go.
You touch me and somehow I can tell:
You lift me even as I’m falling.
Taylor sighed, dreamily, as she looked to her right, at Brooke. Who was worrying at her bottom lip so hard with her eyebrows drawn down and even though Brooke was oftentimes so easy to read, there were moments like this where she just was the opposite.
Falling.
That was exactly the feeling, here. It was odd, because she hadn’t recognized it as such in the weeks they’d spent together, but as she looked back, it was exactly what had happened.
Maybe because it was Brooke, and all of their interactions were different from anything Taylor had with anyone else. Because of their histories together, maybe. Or maybe because their interactions just felt so normal and so typical that she hadn’t read them right.
“Have you ever been in love?” Taylor asked, feeling that full, heavy lurching in her chest and needing to connect to Brooke in this moment.
When Brooke turned to look at her, and the look on her face was what Taylor could only categorize as surrender. Only, to what? She had no idea. It was just there, all over Brooke’s features.
Brooke opened her mouth, before she slowly closed it, tapping her fingers against the table. That little line appeared between her eyebrows, and Taylor wanted nothing more than to climb into Brooke’s mind in that moment. She leaned closer into Brooke’s orbit, unable not to, especially when Brooke’s hazel eyes caught her own.
“I… once. With one person,” Brooke murmured, her voice so low it left goosebumps as it skittered down Taylor’s spine. “The real kind, the one that stays with you because it just has that hold on you. The kind of love that makes you feel – alive.” She cleared her throat and nodded. “Once.”
“How did Scarlet let you go?” The words left her softly, unbidden, before she could think them through at all. But, really.
Brooke shifted in her seat, clearly embarrassed, as she averted her gaze. And Taylor could only stare, enthralled, while her heart tripped in her chest. Jo calling Brooke the least romantic person on the planet? Maybe she wasn’t wrong, because… who knew this was there, under Brooke’s exterior?
Only, the thing was, she did.
Maybe that was a part of what was always between them. She saw Brooke, and, as she narrowed her eyes at her, she was pretty certain that she saw Brooke better than just about anyone else. Maybe not better, but at least differently.
And maybe she always had.
It was crazy, she thought, as she watched Brooke sip her drink and squeeze her eyes closed. How you could know someone for your entire life, how you could think that someone was special for that entire time, too, and yet still discover there was even more to be discovered.
Brooke was always special, because she was always exciting, she was always funny, she was always stable and steady and strong. And she was always more, too.
“What about you?” Brooke’s words were muttered, low, and Taylor could barely hear.
“Huh?” She scooted closer, so close that they sat pressed against one another, shoulder to hip, hip to knee. The heat of Brooke’s thigh against hers through their jeans made her burn for more.
Brooke really had amazing thighs.
“Have you ever been in love?”
Taylor tilted her head and thought about it, before answering with a laugh, “Yes. Many times.”
Brooke arched an eyebrow, the skepticism on her face and in her voice evident. “Really?”
“Why are you giving me that look! You don’t think I’m capable of love?” she asked, playfully prodding, but as the words fell on her ears, she paused to realize…
It mattered very much to her what Brooke thought about her and her capabilities of love. Of being in love. It made her heart flutter, and her stomach clench unfamiliarly, uncomfortably.
It was something else she’d learned in the last couple of months: that she cared very, very much what Brooke thought about her. About them. More than she cared about what just about anyone else thought. More than she’d ever realized.
Brooke didn’t leave her on bated breath for long, as she blew out a deep breath. “No. I think you’re more than capable of love. Probably more than most people in the world. I guess I just don’t understand it, when you’re never with someone for that long…”
Taylor nodded slowly, thinking to her past experiences. Because Brooke had a point. “The falling part I’m really good at, the staying part… not so much. And it’s never been the same way for me as it was for you, that one time. It’s never – I’ve never had anyone that made me feel so much. Before.”
She toyed with her napkin, and for once, this side of her, this part of her life – well, it didn’t make her feel free and at peace with herself. She blinked in surprise at just how strongly she wanted to show Brooke that she was more than that; that she could be more than that.
That maybe staying and going didn’t have to matter so much, not when you could feel so much for someone right here, right now.
Brooke cleared her throat, before standing. It was sudden and a little awkward-looking, and totally endearing. So, so Brooke.
“Okay, uh, we should go.” She checked her wrist. “We have enough time for – the last thing.”
Taylor waggled her eyebrows as she followed suit and stood up. “Lead the way.”
She couldn’t have been more thrilled when Brooke led them back to Town Square, just in time to see the Winter Wonderland decorations starting to go up; just like clockwork, the last Tuesday in November.
Milling around were a handful of volunteers, as Mrs. Andrews directed them; it was just another one of Faircombe’s traditions. All of the holiday décor went up the last week of the month, and the “rumor” for the kids was that the Holiday Spirits came to Faircombe, so all of the work was done at nighttime.
They came to a stop just on the edge as Mrs. Andrews pointed up at a string of wreaths as they were being strung up between two lamp posts.
“Why would you put those there? Who raised you to think that’s the best use of this space?”
The man on the ladder rolled his eyes down at her. “That’d be you.”
“That right there ain’t my style sense; you picked that up somewhere else!”
Taylor cackled in delight, reached down to squeeze Brooke’s hand in hers. “I didn’t realize it was all going up tonight!”
“The perks of being in city government,” Brooke deadpanned, but then Taylor felt a squeeze back to her hand.
She held on, just standing and feeling. Happy, content, appreciative.
“Can we just stand here for a while and watch?” She gestured to Mrs. Andrews and co. “Before we go wherever you’re bringing me next?”
Brooke arched an eyebrow at her. “This is where I’m bringing you. You –” She ducked her head and coughed, pursing her lips as she turned to look at the square. “You said a few weeks ago that you loved this about Faircombe. Seeing the decorations and everything.”
Taylor shook her head and turned her gaze to Brooke, running her eyes down the curve of her cheek, that Brooke was clearly biting on. And everything inside of her was so, so soft; Brooke had the memory of the proverbial elephant.
“Okay, Brooke. I’ll admit. You really nailed it.”
“Nailed what?” Brooke’s gaze turned back on her, laser-sharp in a second.
“Showing me Faircombe through your eyes, for the list. I mean…” She bit her lip, thinking about the first time Brooke had given her the tour. How she’d opened up to her about her mother, the aerial view they’d had as the sun had started to set. “The first time was pretty great, too.” Just about all of her time with Brooke was. “But tonight? This?” Taylor gestured around them. “It’s perfect; you figured out exactly what I would need to see.”
Brooke tilted her head up at her, her voice hanging low in the night air, as she admitted, “I didn’t do it for the list.”
I did it for you.
Taylor could feel the words hang between them and she squeezed her eyes closed, so tightly closed, as her heart lurched.
“Brooke,” she breathed out, before her eyes fluttered open, and there was an intensity Taylor didn’t often feel burning inside of her, as she squeezed Brooke’s hand again.
“You said we weren’t friends. You said San Diego was a mistake. You say this isn’t a date. I would bet that you might say you aren’t attracted to me if I asked. You’d say you don’t have feelings for me.”
Brooke grit her teeth. “Well, it would be stupid to say I don’t find you attractive.”
A rush shot through her; they were admitting that, then.
Taylor used their intertwined fingers to tug Brooke to face her, needing to see her eyes. For Brooke to see her, how much she meant this.
“You were wrong about us not being friends, because we always have been. And San Diego wasn’t a mistake, because it was fucking amazing. And this? It is a date.”
With that, she tugged Brooke’s hand to bring her forward, reaching her other hand out to cup Brooke’s jaw, simultaneously bending slightly as she lightly urged Brooke to her tiptoes. Their lips met and this time, for the first time, it was utterly soft.
It was soft and sweet, and she brushed her mouth over Brooke’s purely for the sensation of feeling her. Of breathing her in. Of experiencing this closeness – this intimacy – in a way with someone for the first time.
Taylor had had sex many times, with many women, all over the world. Some, she would even say she’d thought she had fallen hard for. But nothing felt like the real, true intimacy she had found with Brooke.
For one moment, Brooke’s shoulders tensed before she utterly melted against Taylor, and her hand in Taylor’s flexed before pulling herself in even closer. Their whole bodies melded together, and even though the kiss was still gentle, Taylor could feel the heat it promised boiling just under the surface.
It made her heart pound in her chest, not just from the easy heat pooling in her stomach, but from the contentment of it all.
Brooke’s hand slid to her hip, thumb caressing, causing Taylor to sigh as the tingles shot right to her clit from the simple touch. This? This wanting? Unique to Brooke.
Brooke made a quiet, begging sound in the back of her throat, right into Taylor’s mouth as she drew Brooke’s bottom lip between hers.
“Come to Caseton with me on Friday,” she whispered, though didn’t pull away. She loved the erotic feeling of her lips sliding against Brooke’s.
“What?” Brooke mumbled, leaning in to kiss Taylor again.
Taylor squeezed her eyes closed, loving Brooke initiating this. How she slid her lips over Taylor’s and tightened her hand on Taylor’s hip as she slid up to her waist.
A soft mm escaped her, before she broke their contact again. “Caseton. It’s the final place I have to check out for the list, and I want to finish it with you.”
Brooke pulled back a couple of inches, just enough to be able to clearly see into Taylor’s eyes, and the look she gave Taylor was a mix of confusion, skepticism, and annoyance – Taylor delighted in it. “You thought this was the best time to bring that up?”
She shrugged, grinning, still feeling the warm tingles of her lips and at every point of contact their bodies had. “I thought it might be a good time to sway you.”
“Well – no. I can’t just take a day off of work last minute.”
“Come on, Brooke. I –”
Brooke cut off her coaxing, sucking Taylor’s bottom lip between hers, and now it was Taylor who totally and completely melted.
This. She’d wanted this since she’d left. Maybe for weeks, now. Maybe since San Diego. Maybe even longer, really, given the attraction she had to Brooke and the penchant she had for teasing her, talking to her, getting to make her smile.
She didn’t know.
All she knew was that there was a chill in the air from the nearly-December air, but her lips were so warm. And her hands. And her waist, where Brooke’s hand had tightened, and she swore she could feel it through her jacket and her shirt, like it was on her naked skin.
“Y’all two girls just helped me decide where the mistletoe display should be hanging!” Ms. Kellerman’s voice washed over them like a bucket of ice.
They jolted apart as if they were the teenagers they’d once been in this town, only still connected by loosely linked fingers.
She didn’t know how she’d totally forgotten that they were right here, in front of a whole slew of Faircombe townsfolk. Maybe a little off to the side, but still. Ms. Kellerman walked away, cackling loudly, before she turned around to volley, “If y’all are going to stand around there, maybe you can join in! Lotta work to do.” 
Slowly, she turned to look at Brooke and just prayed to every higher power that it didn’t make her pull away. Remarkably, though the tips of Brooke’s ears were a deep red with the same blush that was working up her neck, she didn’t drop Taylor’s hand.
That in and of itself was somewhat shocking and Taylor chanced it to say lowly, “You know, between this and Mrs. Hibbard earlier, this is going to be all over town by tomorrow.”
“Yeah.” Brooke’s eyebrows furrowed, before she dropped her head back and released a deep sigh right up into the night air, her eyes squeezed closed with her breath puffing out in front of her. All of it looking for the world like she was sending a message straight to the aether.
Taylor sat with it for a beat. With Ms. Kellerman’s cheerful laughter and the fact that she was genuinely gesturing for someone to come and hang the mistletoe just above where they were while Christmas music chimed on in the background, for a few seconds, she waited.
She waited for the echoes of feeling judged or the sound of Taylor Trouble – the moniker having been absent for weeks now – but there was nothing. Just a light buzz; it appeared Brooke’s kiss was more than enough to resolve that.
She tightened her grip on Brooke’s hand, bringing her other hand up to stroke lightly over Brooke’s knuckles as she admitted, “I really don’t care.”
It felt so freeing to say it and mean it. That she just didn’t care what anyone thought or said, not in the face of this. Taylor beamed down at Brooke, who blinked open her eyes and searched Taylor’s own.
The look in them wasn’t one of freedom, but that same one as earlier. Surrender. But there was the uptick of the corner of her mouth that Taylor could tell was genuine, as Brooke confessed, “Me, neither.”
“Does this mean –”
“Fine! It was a date!” Hazel eyes rolled as she started to tug Taylor by the hand toward Thistle Drive. “And even though I don’t care that people know, I don’t need them seeing it all of the time.”
Taylor wrapped her free arm around Brooke’s and hugged it against her as she laughed. “My, Brooke, you are a romantic.”
She turned back to watch the decorations going on, grinning even brighter when Mrs. Andrews yelled at Ben, who had joined to string up holly on the lighting posts. She had missed this. 



Chapter Fifteen
 
Marisa MacDonald –11:13AM
You’re in Caseton today?!
 
Marisa MacDonald – 11:13AM
I neeeever thought I’d see the day where Brooke Watson calls in fake-sick. Then you get a girlfriend and all of the sudden, here we are…
 
Brooke Watson – 11:15AM
I didn’t fake-sick; I’m taking the day off for Faircombe related business.
 
Brooke Watson – 11:15AM
And I do not have a “girlfriend.”
 
 
Marisa MacDonald – 11:16AM
I mean, right! Totally. Sure, everyone knows you two were kissing Tuesday night but you got it, Boss
Brooke rolled her eyes at the message from her assistant. It was true; everyone in Faircombe had known about them by Wednesday morning.
It wasn’t like it was printed up on one of the holiday banners – though with the way the old gossips had been grinning at her the following morning, it may as well have been. She’d given them a look and they hadn’t brought it up to her in words. No one had, really.
There were just the looks, from the select few. And mostly just the gossips.
The thing was, Taylor’s struggle in Faircombe when she’d come out – well, it had been legitimate. It had been over thirty years ago. But people changed and grew and learned, and so many in Faircombe had; Brooke would never let someone dismiss the people there as small-minded, as was one of her biggest issues with so many people who looked down on the South.
Brooke had gotten a few sneers or a comment here or there over the years, but you could find an asshole like Kevin and his ilk anywhere.
Her not wanting people to know her business was never a matter of her sexuality; it was just a matter of who she was. And with Taylor, now, there was no turning back.
Brooke Watson – 11:18AM
Since when does kissing someone make them your girlfriend?
 
Brooke Watson – 11:19AM
Also, since I am NOT slacking today, I left came in at 7 and left some paperwork for Kevin to sign on my desk. Please bring it out and have it ready so he can’t get his dream to invite himself into my office.
 
Marisa MacDonald – 11:19AM
You got it, Boss. But, for real this time
 
Marisa MacDonald – 11:19AM
And seriously? Have fun today. You deserve to play hooky once in your life
 
Brooke shook her head at Marisa’s messages, even though… damn, she really did have a soft spot for her. Though she maintained that this could be, technically, considered Faircombe business, given that she was here, in Caseton, with Taylor, because Caseton was having the first day of their Christmas Carnival today and Taylor wanted to give it a good scope for the list.
But the truth was that Brooke just couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t keep pretending, couldn’t keep lying to herself, couldn’t keep resisting something when she knew it was a long fruitless battle.
Her entire life had been a question of how long it would really take her to succumb to her feelings for Taylor. To utterly surrender to the want for her, the want that had only grown with time.
Her want for Taylor aged like wine – the shades of want matured, it wasn’t as harsh or wild as it was in her youth, that untamed, unadulterated desire. Instead, it became fuller, subtler, but no less intoxicating.
And Brooke was so, so tired of fighting it. She’d thought she could fight it, before. She’d spent decades with times where she didn’t think about Taylor, didn’t need her.
And in those times, she let herself believe that she was really over her. Over these feelings.
But the truth was that they were just dormant. And every single time Taylor walked into her life, they came rushing back. This time, whether it was because she’d finally had a taste of what it was like to really have Taylor back in San Diego or because of the prolonged time together or because she got to know so much more about Taylor as a whole, they came back even stronger.
She didn’t have it in her anymore to fight it. Especially not when Taylor wanted her, too. Wanted her enough to pursue her.
Then again, Taylor would always be the brave one between them.
So, truth be told? She wanted time with Taylor, now that she’d given in to her feelings. That was why she’d used her one and only fake-sick day in her entire career.
Even though she’d insisted to Taylor that she wasn’t coming multiple times, she’d found herself texting Taylor at five thirty this morning, telling her that she’d join her. Wasn’t that essentially their whole relationship summed up in one day?
Brooke snorted at her own thoughts, before she looked to Taylor. She’d pulled up her previous notes on the other cities when she’d driven them here this morning, giving them to Brooke to review.
And now she had a hold on Brooke’s hand, casual but intimate, as she led her up the stairs of the City Hall building. As soon as Brooke realized where they were going, she balked.
“What are we doing?” she whispered, even though the music from the carnival in the field a block over echoed enough that no one would hear them at normal volume. “Aren’t we supposed to check out the carnival now?”
They’d done an overview of the downtown areas, strolling along after they’d parked the car, and had stopped in for brunch.
It had been… annoyingly, very charming – Taylor’s words. It was also accessible, friendly, and full of local businesses.
Taylor winked and gave her a smile so warm, it made Brooke want to squirm. Forty fucking years old, and squirming at a look like that. “That is technically on the agenda, yes. But I figured you’d want to check out City Hall and really have a peek around while we’re here, right?”
Her knowing tone was irritatingly right. Brooke did kind of want to sneak a peek.
She lifted a skeptical eyebrow and used her free hand to gesture at the overly sized sunglasses Taylor slid onto her face, as well as the backwards baseball hat she’d pulled on after she’d tied her hair up, while Brooke had been texting.
“Fine. But what is that about?”
“We’re being incognito, Brooke.”
“Why are we being incognito? Is this usually what you do?” She’d definitely read all of Taylor’s notes for this list and none of it had mentioned that. In fact, Taylor had talked to many people at every destination.
“Because Marjorie Lyle knows who I am, and I expect, given this is a big town event, that she is going to be around here quite a bit. I don’t want to give anything away. Today, I’m going by my undercover name. Today, I’m Lois.”
The fact that the whole list – their list – had been Marjorie’s idea caused Brooke to scowl. Taylor laughed and the hand that wasn’t holding hers came up to rub lightly at the line between her eyebrows. Brooke didn’t swat her away. And she didn’t even tell herself that the touch annoyed her, either. Because she was trying not to lie to herself, and denying that the gentle touch of Taylor’s thumb to her face gave her pleasure… well, that would be a huge lie.
Still, she stared at Taylor incredulously. “Lois? Why pick Lois? Of all the names.”
“Lois Lane! One of the best investigative journalists of all time.”
“Of course.”
“Admit it. Part of you wants to snoop around here,” Taylor’s voice dipped as she teased. “I know you, Brooke.”
Her stomach dipped with the low tone, even as she grumbled. “All right! I do.” Damningly, Taylor really did know her. Too well. “But Marjorie knows who I am, too.”
“Oh, I know.” There was a glint in Taylor’s dark eyes that Brooke did not trust at all.
When Taylor released her hand to rifle through the tote bag that hung off her shoulder and came back up with another pair of sunglasses and hat, Brooke crossed her arms and stared.
“How are two of us, walking around in huge sunglasses and baseball hats in the first week of December, going to be inconspicuous? It’s literally the least inconspicuous outfit you could have chosen.”
“Actually,” Taylor whispered and leaned in close, her breasts brushing Brooke’s while her scent filled Brooke’s senses enough to give Taylor enough time to pull the hat over her head and slide the sunglasses up her nose, “it would have been more inconspicuous if I’d gotten the glasses that came with the attached fake mustache. So…”
“I’ll consider myself lucky,” she deadpanned, reaching up to adjust the hat.
“I think you look pretty sexy.” Taylor hadn’t moved back, and the comment could have been just Taylor being Taylor. Matter-of-fact flirty.
But it wasn’t. Not with the way she stared intently at Brooke, that even through their sunglasses, they were making eye contact hot enough that it blistered.
“Excuse me, is there something I can help you with?” A man’s voice edged between them. He stood only a foot away, having just come up the steps, and Brooke had no idea how she’d been so wrapped up in Taylor that she hadn’t seen him coming.
He was dressed in a sharp blazer, with one of the badges a city official would wear on a big event day to signify that he was a coordinator.
“Hi, yeah, my wife and I are down from Manhattan, visiting some of her family in Tupelo. We’re actually considering a move here ourselves and just, trying to find the best place to settle down. We’ve heard wonderful things about Caseton, and the Carnival. We just thought we’d have a look inside and see if there were any brochures or newsletters, you know, with any information about the town.”
Brooke could only stare at Taylor. In that split-second, gone was her gentle, raspy Southern lilt that had only gotten deeper in her time back in Faircombe in the last couple months, and instead, she spoke with a brisk New York tone.
“Oh, nice to meet you; you’ve come to the right place. I’m Tim Hollinger, on the city council, if you have any specific questions or anything I can help you with…?”
“Lois,” Taylor supplied in that flawless voice.
“Lois and…?” He turned to look at Brooke, and she had to shake herself out of staring at Taylor.
And then she panicked momentarily at his expectant gaze. It felt very similar to the feeling of being put on the spot in the front of a room to give a presentation she was unprepared for in front of strangers and her stomach knotted up.
And she looked like a fucking moron because he was just asking her name.
“Clark! I’m Clark. Nice to meet you,” she finally managed out.
Taylor coughed loudly behind her hand and Brooke knew she was stifling a giggle, as she cut in, “I don’t think we have any more questions or concerns, Tim, but thank you so much for being so helpful.”
He gave them a smile and a nod, before entering the building and Taylor only lasted that long before she burst out in laughter. “Clark! Lois and Clark. Really?”
Brooke huffed out a breath. “I wasn’t ready! Unlike you, I’m not used to subterfuge!” she hissed.
Taylor only laughed harder. “I can’t believe you went with Lois and Clark, but you were giving me shit about the hats and glasses.”
The laughter, as well as the way Taylor leaned against her all warm and close, caused an infectious spread of warmth and a levity to her scowl, even though she still shook her head. “I wasn’t ready,” she maintained.
Taylor sobered slightly, but still leaned against Brooke’s shoulder, her cheeks flushed and rosy, her eyes sparkling with that innate joy that Brooke couldn’t be truly annoyed at, even if she did deliberately glare up at her.
“I love that you are authentically you, Brooke. Always.” There was such affection in her voice that Brooke had to look away.
She cleared her throat. “Okay. Let’s do this.”
Taylor tugged down the bill of her cap and winked. “Operation Caseton is a go. Clark.”
Caseton’s City Hall building was newer than Faircombe’s, with renovations that had clearly been done within the last three or four years. Not that Faircombe’s was out of date by any means, but still.
The geographical layout of the overall town, she noted as they meandered around, wasn’t as well designed and it was a little more commercial than Faircombe.
It was all a little too polished, if you asked for Brooke’s opinion.
Which Taylor did. Repeatedly. And not only did she seem entertained, but she added in thoughtful commentary and made note of everything Brooke said, even when she teased her about objectivity.
But she’d admit… it was hard to actually be in a bad mood when Taylor’s hand was holding hers or when Taylor would stop and lean in close to whisper to her, her lips brushing over Brooke’s ear.
Or when she would pause and brush her lips over Brooke’s as if she just couldn’t get enough, always pausing for just a moment or two before, as if to ensure that Brooke was okay with it. And she was. She’d surrendered to this battle, and with the white flag came the inability to deny that she wanted Taylor’s mouth on hers.
That she wanted Taylor’s body against hers, that she absolutely fucking loved Taylor wanting her.
And if they’d already been found out in Faircombe, then Brooke sure as hell didn’t care about being seen here.
They bought tickets for the Christmas Carnival after two hours of walking around, and Brooke had to begrudgingly admit as they passed a large, ornate Santa’s sleigh, where people could drop off donated gifts for charity, “All right. It’s a nice carnival. But –”
“Always the but with you,” Taylor cajoled, squeezing the hand still holding Brooke’s. The hand that wasn’t holding a funnel cake, anyway.
“But, it’s too Christmas centric. What about the other denominations?” She arched her eyebrows at Taylor and knew she couldn’t disagree.
And, as she knew, Taylor nodded in agreement. “You’re right, I was thinking that myself. It’s not super inclusive.”
“One of Faircombe’s biggest Winter Wonderland Weekend events for the kids is the scavenger hunt that has clues of different cultural holidays,” she muttered, shrugging.
“You’re right,” Taylor agreed, easily. “As always, loyal to a fault.”
She didn’t have time to focus on Taylor’s admittance of her being right, not when those words stuck in her mind. As always.
“You always say that – as always,” she said, because it had bothered her since she’d read it.
“Huh?”
“When you sign off your blog posts. You say, as always. But, that’s not a sign-off. As always what?” Brooke questioned, vexed.
And as she so often did when Brooke was vexed, Taylor laughed.
“Ohhhh, that. It’s… just… as always anything.” She laughed, a light, bright sound. “As always, I’m saying goodbye. As always, I’m wishing you the best. As always, go forth and prosper. As always, I’m Taylor and you’re you and, until next time.”
Brooke stared up at her, eyes narrowed as she shook her head. “But it doesn’t make any sense,” she repeated. “And what’s the deal with the Wanderlust Wishlist? You always remind people to update it at the end of every video you make.”
She waited for a beat, listening to the tune of This Christmas jingling through the air. When she waited for another moment and Taylor didn’t answer her, she looked up at her again. And was completely dumbfounded by the look Taylor was giving her. “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
It was just – soft. Taylor’s eyes were so soft and there was the gentlest, sincerest, touched smile that momentarily took her breath away.
“You read my posts. And watched my videos.” There was more than just a touch of surprise in her voice.
Enough that it made Brooke get a little uncomfortable. “I mean. Okay, yeah. We’re doing… this. So, I felt like I should have a better idea of it all. So I read a few posts. Watched a few videos.”
“You read my blogs and watched my videos,” Taylor’s tone turned light and jovial, mixed with just a little teasing. She tossed the funnel cake into a nearby trash, before turning to loop her arms around Brooke’s neck.
“You don’t have to make a big deal of it,” Brooke huffed, that squirmy feeling of embarrassment settling in her stomach.
“You didn’t watch them in the beginning of all of this,” Taylor pointed out, “Or you would have commented on this earlier. You watched them recently. Because of this.”
Like hell was she going to admit that she watched the videos because she’d missed Taylor when she’d been away.
Caseton’s finest moment so far happened just then – in the blink of an eye, snow was falling while people started to cheer. It distracted both of them, the wonder of it. Because the very few times snow ever did strike, it was never this early in the season; it wasn’t even freezing out.
She and Taylor looked up into the air, and it was only then that Brooke realized Caseton had deployed several fake snow machines.
Taylor’s arms around her shoulders pulled her closer, and her mouth dipped to Brooke’s ear. “You have to admit; that was pretty cool.”
Brooke wondered where she could get Faircombe these exact machines.
***
Brooke drove them on the way home, and she considered it a miracle that she kept her focus when, after only five minutes, Taylor’s hand had fallen to her thigh. And then remained there for most of the ride home.
After a day full of casual touches, she was wound up. Taylor was always tactile; but this was the first day in their lives that Brooke had let it all happen without making a conscious effort to pull herself back.
That hand on her thigh squeezed and easily garnered Brooke’s attention as Taylor asked, “Okay, I can’t hold it in anymore – why do you hate Caseton so much?”
Of course, even in a car, Taylor loved to lean in closer than was normal.
And of course, Brooke wanted it.
She sighed, signaling her turn into Faircombe’s borders, feeling the tingles run up and down her leg. No, they hadn’t stopped or lessened through the entire ride.
“Come on, Brooke. Tell me,” Taylor rubbed her thigh, her hand leaving the trails of warmth through Brooke’s jeans.
Brooke bit down on her cheek, before she just pictured the beseeching look she knew Taylor was giving her. “Fine! Fine. Caseton beat Faircombe out to make it into a Southern Style piece two years ago.”
Taylor was quiet for several long moments and Brooke hazarded a peek at her out of the corner of her eye. The look that was a cross between amused and utterly incredulous was exactly what she expected and it made her huff out a breath in frustration.
“That’s it. They beat you into a magazine?” The giggle Taylor clearly tried to somewhat reign in escaped and filled the car with its warmth.
Brooke narrowed her eyes as she pulled the car to a stop onto the shoulder of the road, shaking her head. “No, okay. It’s not that they beat Faircombe; it’s that they cheated. Marjorie Lyle took Bruce Stanton, who happens to be the editor of Southern Style, out to a little wine and dine. She conveniently ran into him a month before the logistics were decided and totally trashed Faircombe! Faircombe was in the number one slot before she did that!”
“How do you know that?” Taylor’s voice was patently amused.
Brooke supposed that maybe she liked that Taylor was amused at her instead of – as most people would likely think – that she was crazy or too intense.
“The witches three told me. How else?” she deadpanned, referencing the gossips. They’d waved her over to tell her all of this the week before the article had been run.
“How’d they know?”
They exchanged a look, and Taylor nodded in acknowledgement as she chuckled, “They just know these things. Right.”
“Yeah; I don’t know, Mrs. Hibbard’s son, Thomas, he works up at some media station in Nashville and he knows the assistant editor – whatever. The point is! Marjorie Lyle knows what she did. She gets a smug little smirk every time we’ve run into each other.” Brooke could just see it in her mind’s eye.
She scowled at the image, until she felt Taylor’s hand land stroke up her thigh, even higher than it had rested for the majority of the drive. At the touch, everything inside of her that wasn’t thinking about that hand immediately left her brain.
“Brooke,” Taylor’s voice was low and she shifted closer, so that her upper body was pressed against Brooke’s arm. “I think right now I should tell you that I find you unreasonably, wildly sexy when you get so passionate.”
Brooke’s breath stuttered out of her, sheer want sliding through her stomach, clouding any other thought in her mind, except for just how close Taylor was.
How hot her breath was against Brooke’s neck, her ear. Brooke remained facing forward.
“I actually find you unreasonably sexy quite often. Because as much as you’re so gruff and… restrained, it’s always there. The fire in your eyes, in your words, in your heart.”
Taylor’s soft, warm lips pressed against the place on her neck that she’d discovered so easily, instinctively, months ago. She slid her mouth up, her lips ghosting over Brooke’s sensitive skin. Even though her touch was light, Brooke’s clit felt it as though Taylor’s lips were there.
“What are you doing?” she managed to get out, through breathing grown rough.
“A little necking in the car.” Taylor moved up enough to tug Brooke’s earlobe into her mouth. She took it between her lips and tugged on it, and just like that, Brooke felt how wet she was.
“We – we’re,” her breaths started coming in pants now, and she vaguely wondered how long they had before they fogged up her windows. “Anyone could walk by.”
And still, she didn’t move away. In fact, she only strained closer to Taylor’s questing mouth, tilting her head to give her more access.
“Everyone already knows about us,” Taylor pointed out, before she traced the tip of her tongue down the cord of Brooke’s neck, and Brooke couldn’t contain her groan.
She traced the tip of her finger on the opposite side of Brooke’s jaw and turned Brooke to face her. Brooke gave her no resistance; she had none left. She just wanted. Taylor kissed her, hard, and Brooke’s hands fell off the steering wheel, cupping Taylor’s face and pulling her in.
The kiss was long, blistering, and left them both wanting, needing, and shaking at the end of it.
“Get us to your house,” Taylor rasped out, as she nipped again at Brooke’s lower lip and sent her that much closer to fraying at the edges.
Brooke had no memory of actually getting them to her house. She knew she did, safely, and that she struggled with her keys in the door while Taylor pressed herself against her back and continued laving Brooke’s neck with her attention, as if her mission was to make Brooke come from that and that alone.
With the way Brooke’s clit was throbbing, though, she honestly just might be able to.
As soon as they were through the front door, she gasped as she was forcefully pressed against it, Taylor’s mouth capturing hers. A slim, muscled leg worked itself between Brooke’s, pressing hard up into her, and she gasped into Taylor’s mouth.
Everything she had wanted her to give into the inferno burning inside, building in her core. To take what Taylor offered right here, right now, and grind down into her. To take and take what she knew Taylor could give her until she came so fucking hard.
Taylor was good at it, at making her feel, at making her come, at making her do both at the same time. She’d always suspected it would be the case and due to their night together months ago, she knew for sure.
With a groan, she stopped riding Taylor’s thigh.
“I want you in my bed,” she whispered, her voice guttural and rough in her throat.
But she did. In thoughts that had become less and less muted in the months since they’d had sex, she pictured Taylor sprawled out over her sheets. In her bed, with that dark hair on her pillow. And she desperately needed it to be a reality.
A slow smile pulled over Taylor’s kiss-swollen lips. “I’ve never enjoyed possessiveness during sex before.” 
There was that teasing lilt there, but an underlying seriousness, too. Right in those dark, dark eyes. With a little confusion in it, too. Like she couldn’t quite believe she enjoyed that Brooke was feeling a little possessive with her. 
And she was. She really, really was. 
For now, Taylor was hers. She was in Brooke’s bed, in Brooke’s house, in Brooke’s city. And she wasn’t wasting more time. 
With that thought, she reached out and pulled Taylor to her and started walking her up the stairs, barely breaking their kiss. 
With one step, she tugged Taylor’s bottom lip between her teeth and bit it, a little harder than she maybe should have.
With another step, she yanked Taylor’s jacket off and threw it behind her, as she felt Taylor’s hands – nimble, quick, and wanting hands – grab Brooke’s jacket and with it, her shirt, and pull them both off her body. 
“I’ve missed this,” Taylor panted into her ear as she pressed Brooke hard into the wall next to the staircase. Her fingers mapped over Brooke’s stomach, and Brooke shuddered at the touch. 
She tossed her head back against the wall, groaning when Taylor slid her fingers into the waist of her jeans. “You’ve only seen me naked one other time.”
“It was a really good time, Brooke,” Taylor murmured, before she nipped at Brooke’s earlobe and started unfastening her pants, right there on the stairs. “And you aren’t counting the many, many times I’ve relived it.”
“God,” she moaned as Taylor slid her hand down, and she felt her fingers brush over wet curls. 
And she was. So. So. Wet. 
Because she’d relived that night, too. So many times. She’d woken up, completely soaked, from the memory of Taylor’s mouth on her, her fingers inside of her. It didn’t seem fair. It just didn’t seem like it was right, like the universe was allowed for Brooke to have so many strong, vivid memories after have sex with someone one time. 
Pleasure rushed through her as Taylor started moving her fingers, hips pressing into Brooke’s and trapping her hand there, between Brooke’s legs, right on the stairs. 
It would be so easy. So, so easy. To just give in and let it overwhelm her. And it would be embarrassingly quick.
But she couldn’t. Fuck, she couldn’t. She would hate to admit how much she’d wanted this, and not only since San Diego, but for so many years. So many decades. And she wouldn’t let this be another night where Taylor got to blow her mind before Brooke could show her what she could do. 
Sure, she’d made Taylor come, months ago. But it wasn’t the night she’d spent so many nights fantasizing about, ever since she’d been a fucking teenager. 
She reached down and grabbed Taylor’s wrist, pulling it out from her pants and away from her pussy with a groan. It would be so worth it, she reminded herself. 
“You first tonight,” she murmured, before she brought Taylor’s fingers, wet from herself, up to her own mouth. 
She held Taylor’s gaze, loving how blown her pupils were, listening to how ragged her breath was. All she could hear was her own heart pounding and those panting breaths Taylor released, as she sucked Taylor’s index and middle fingers between her lips. 
“Fuck,” Taylor breathed on a whimper. 
She trailed her tongue along Taylor’s fingertips, further down, and then back up as a strangled moan made itself out of Taylor’s throat. She didn’t drop her gaze at all, as she pulled her head back and just as Taylor’s fingers would have fallen from her lips, she slid back down, tasting the remnants of herself there again. 
Tasting herself on Taylor… god, she clenched with it, at the same time that Taylor released a shaky breath. 
As she used Taylor’s wrist to pull her fingers back out of her mouth, she squeezed her thighs together, knowing full well that all it would do is remind herself how wrecked she already was. But she wanted it; she wanted to be wrecked with Taylor for once. 
“If you want me in your bed for this, you better get me there quick,” Taylor’s voice was so low, it shot right to Brooke’s core, tightening there. “Because I could fucking explode from that.”
Brooke grabbed Taylor’s hand and pushed herself away from the wall with shaky legs and tugged her up the remainder of the stairs. There were only two doors on her second floor – one to the left for the bathroom and one to the right to her bedroom. 
“Why do you keep your bedroom door closed when you’re the only one who lives here?” Taylor asked as she leaned down and placed an open mouthed kiss on Brooke’s neck. 
She shivered at those fucking lips as she pushed the door open. “Um.” She coughed. “Because – god – because Gremlin loves to claw up my bed posts.”
She didn’t give Taylor the chance to make the comment that she was sure would both make her laugh and groan, because there was a sly smile on that mouth and she knew it was going to happen. 
Instead, she brought her hands to the back of Taylor’s neck and got up on her tiptoes to kiss her, hard. She turned them to walk Taylor backwards toward her bed, deftly undoing Taylor’s pants and sliding them down slim hips, taking Taylor’s underwear with them. 
They’d been too hurried in San Diego for her to really take Taylor in, the way she wanted to. The way she could now admit that she wanted to. But she did in the moment, take a small step back to look down Taylor’s body. 
To perfectly tipped breasts and nipples that were so hard, Brooke’s fingers instinctively moved toward them. She pinched and rolled as Taylor’s mouth opened on a gasp, and her hips rolled against nothing as Brooke looked down. 
There was something she loved about Taylor’s hips. They were lean, yes, but they had such a feminine curve to them that she’d lusted after for so long. She ran one hand down to stroke over her hip while she continued her ministrations at her breast. 
To Brooke, Taylor’s body was perfection of the feminine form. It always had been and always would be, she could admit to herself. There was no sight in the flesh more beautiful than this, right in front of her. 
She used her hand on Taylor’s hip to push her onto the bed and she followed her down, crawling on top of that body as she went. Taylor had nailed it downstairs; Brooke wanted to own Taylor’s body in her fucking bed. 
And she would. 
She felt long legs wrap around her waist as she pressed her lips to Taylor’s. A hot, open-mouthed kiss that edged just this side of messy as she rocked her hips into Taylor’s. It was only then that she realized she was still wearing her pants; they were undone and open, but they were still on. And she couldn’t feel how hot and wet Taylor was against her because of them. 
“Off,” Taylor murmured urgently into her mouth, as she reached down and tried to push them. 
She didn’t wait for Brooke to do it herself and instead tightened her thighs – Jesus Christ – and rolled them so that Brooke was on her back, and Taylor’s mouth latched onto her throat. God, Taylor seemed to fucking love kissing and sucking and biting her neck and Brooke really couldn’t complain because she loved it, too. 
She straightened her leg into the air to help Taylor pull off her pants without losing her mouth on against Brooke’s neck. She knew she made the right decision to not move anything other than her legs as Taylor straddled her hips and rocked down into her, letting Brooke feel how fucking wet she was. 
Really, really feel her. 
And Taylor was soaked. 
“Fuck, yes,” Brooke groaned, and knowing that she did this to Taylor? Was better than being touched, herself. It just was. 
She felt it, though. Felt Taylor’s hand moving between their bodies, right where Brooke’s body was aching for it. Even though it went against almost everything her arousal was screaming for, she had to be the one to touch Taylor, first. This time, it had to happen like that. 
Brooke slid her hand down and grabbed Taylor’s wrist, stopping her from sliding between their bodies. Her grip just firm enough to really stop Taylor and she knew in the way Taylor lifted her head and stared down at her, lifting an eyebrow with obvious interest written all over her face, that she could feel the strength there. 
Wordlessly, Brooke let go of Taylor’s hand and slid her own down, reaching to grip Taylor’s hip and urge her up just a bit. Taylor loved to be on top, Brooke could feel that already. 
But she could happily work with that. 
She slid her hand down and teased at Taylor’s hard clit, before she toyed two fingers at Taylor’s entrance. She squeezed Taylor’s hip in urgent question, and Taylor nodded quickly as she sat up straight, her mouth abandoning where it had been laying claim to Brooke’s neck and chest and shoulders. 
And then Taylor sank down onto two of Brooke’s fingers, and she was in fucking heaven. 
“Yes,” Taylor breathed out and bit her bottom lip as she threw her head back and started rocking. 
She could feel Taylor dripping down her fingers as she moved her hips faster and harder down against Brooke and she could feel her own pussy clench so hard, her own breathing increase with Taylor’s.
There was nothing more glorious in the world, than this. Right here. Right now. The curves of Taylor’s body as she rode Brooke’s fingers, clenching down against her so hard. How she slid her own hands over her breasts and pinched her nipples – Brooke groaned low in her throat at that. 
Dark eyes fluttered open, a wicked grin pulling up Taylor’s lips. “Do you like this?” Her breath hitched even as she teased. She grinded her hips down against Brooke in a move that was so sensual, it was a fucking sin, and Brooke gasped with it. 
She swore she could feel it. 
“You do. You love fucking me like this,” Taylor whispered into the dark air as she arched her back and started moving her hips faster. “I know you do.” 
“You would tease even while I fuck you,” Brooke breathed out, narrowing her eyes as she added a finger the next time Taylor moved her hips down, and then curled all three of them inside of her. 
The raw satisfaction flooded all of her senses as Taylor’s mouth opened on a long, silent moan, visibly shuddering. Brooke could feel how tight she clenched, as she fucked her faster. Harder. She wanted this. She needed this. She was being driven by this, by making Taylor feel so good. 
Taylor fell forward, bracing her hands against Brooke – one on her shoulder and one against her stomach – as she moved her hips harder into Brooke’s hand. “Yes,” she gasped as she stared down at Brooke. 
Brooke stared up at her, unable to look away from dark eyes that were utterly flooded from pleasure. 
“Yes,” Taylor moaned again. “Brooke – Brooke…”
She slid her other hand down, rubbing Taylor’s clit, and Taylor’s head snapped back, her mouth open as she came with a loud, deep groan. 
Everything for Brooke froze in time as Taylor came, long and hard, above her. Against her. All around her. 
And all she knew as Taylor came down and she rubbed her, bringing her down was that she needed more. That everything inside of her did demand for her to possess everything Taylor could give, right now. 
As Taylor stared at her with dazed, smiling eyes, Brooke stared back, intensely. “More,” she demanded, and slowly removed her hand from Taylor, before she moved both hands to Taylor’s hips and urged her up, pulling Taylor up her body. 
Taylor moved easily with her, sliding her body up Brooke’s and moving fluidly on her knees – more fluidly than anyone really had the right to, on their knees – until she straddled Brooke’s face now. 
Brooke didn’t waste time to pull Taylor down against her; she was starving for it. 
She ran her tongue up Taylor’s pussy before flicking it over her clit, and then back down, hearing Taylor’s muffled cries. 
She moved back down, pressing her tongue into Taylor and urging her to move. To ride Brooke now, the way she just had ridden her hand. 
And Taylor did, the sounds she made echoing through the room and through Brooke’s ears until it was all she could hear and Taylor’s hands, hard in her hair, was all she could feel. 
Taylor came into her mouth in what felt like moments, so sensitive from before, and she stayed there for long moments, seemingly frozen in time. Before she slowly released Brooke’s hair and stroked her hands through it gently and she looked down at Brooke, giving her a smile. A smile that was so sated but also so soft, it lodged into Brooke’s chest. 
Taylor took a deep breath and lifted herself off of Brooke’s face, first kneeling next to Brooke and looking down at her, before she slid down onto her side so that she was laying next to Brooke.
She could feel her body practically vibrating, and it wasn’t even want anymore. It was need. 
Brooke stared at Taylor in the dim lighting from the lamp that she didn’t even remember turning on when they’d entered the room, but she must have. Her features were so soft as they looked at Brooke, her heart jumped. 
Dark eyes trailed down her body and Brooke felt that look as if it were an actual touch. Her hands were shaking and she had her thighs clenched together because she was so wet, so ready to come… 
Taylor brought her hand to Brooke’s jaw and turned her to stare right up at her face, now only inches away. The look on her face was ravenous. “I bet you tasted good on my finger earlier, right?” 
Brooke nodded, unable to speak as Taylor leaned even closer, her breath washing over Brooke’s still-wet mouth. 
Taylor leaned down and trailed the tip of her tongue over Brooke’s lips, tasting herself, and they both moaned. Jesus. She wouldn’t survive. She was so ready, so close.  
“I taste delicious on you, too,” Taylor murmured, before she dipped down and licked over Brooke’s lips, making her tremble and her stomach tighten and she needed, she needed – 
Taylor slid her hand down and whispered, “Open your legs for me.” 
Brooke’s thighs fell open because there was nothing else she could do. No resistance. She didn’t have any left. 
And then Taylor’s hand was on her, rubbing her clit while she licked into Brooke’s mouth and groaned again, tasting herself. 
Fuck, fuck. Yes. Yes. 
Brooke’s orgasm had built inside of her with both of Taylor’s and she was already on the cusp of an orgasm herself. She reached up to dig her fingers into Taylor’s back, pulling her down, needing to feel her. 
As soon as Taylor’s body, the entire length of her, slid against Brooke, that was it. Taylor’s fingers rubbing her with the perfect pressure, her mouth on Brooke’s, her body long the length of her own – it was all she could handle. 
She dug in her nails, hissing out a breath as she came. The orgasm washed over her in waves and she moaned, long and low in her throat. 
“Look at me. Like I looked at you,” Taylor whispered, her voice a needy demand. 
Brooke did, forcing her eyes open as the orgasm wracked through her body and she got lost in Taylor’s look. So lost, she wasn’t sure she’d ever find herself again. 
***
“Don’t leave this time,” Taylor said later, when they’d turned off the lights and were laying in Brooke’s bed together. 
They’d gotten up, Taylor commenting on finally being able to see the upper part of the house, played with the cats, and gotten a snack… before falling back into bed. And Brooke had never had a woman stay here. Not even Scarlet, because she’d moved here right after their break up. 
But it was inevitably Taylor. Who made herself right at home, so easily that it felt natural. 
When they’d returned upstairs, Taylor had fallen to her knees and made Brooke come so hard into her mouth, she’d been robbed of words for over five minutes after. 
“It’s my house,” Brooke retorted, rolling onto her side so she could face Taylor. She really, really did love seeing her in her bed. 
They shared a pillow now, only inches apart, Taylor’s dark eyes seeming so endless. Definitely lost in there, Brooke thought, before she rolled her own eyes at the thought that had struck her while coming. 
“You know what I mean,” Taylor whispered, and her voice was so low, so husky, that in the dark of the night, Brooke swore she could feel it floating over her skin. “Don’t… leave.” There was that emotion, the serious meaningful note, that Taylor never held back. 
Unlike herself.
Brooke swallowed hard, pushing past the immovable feeling that had lodged itself in her chest, as she admitted, “I do know what you mean.” She waited another beat, and nodded, sealing her fate. “I won’t leave.”
It was a promise to Taylor and a confirmation to what she already knew for herself.
There was no going back from this. There was no pretending this was normal. There was no denying to herself these feelings. There was no denying that everything led to Taylor. 



Chapter Sixteen
 
“No, Gremlin. You have to be patient just like your mom and brother,” Taylor spoke in a low, soothing voice to the impatient black streaked with orange cat.
“She’s never going to listen to you. You’ve been doing it for the last two weeks, and she’s still batshit crazy,” Brooke commented as she stepped into the living room.
She was dressed for work, in a burnt orange shirt Taylor had convinced her to buy from a shop in downtown Faircombe – as much downtown as Faircombe had, anyway. Which, honestly, Taylor was super pleasantly surprised at.
She’d taken a look around when she’d first arrived back, but she hadn’t actually looked around. But she’d convinced Brooke to go with her into a handful of shops when she’d decided that she’d needed a bit of an update to her wardrobe.
She’d hung all of her clothing up in her bedroom closet when she’d returned from her initial three nights at Brooke’s, because… well, it was getting to be too much, too packed away in her suitcase. It felt nice to have a space to really let things settle and breathe for a change.
And when she’d gone through her outfits with Jo later that night, her niece had aptly pointed out, “You need some new stuff, Auntie.”
When Brooke had looked at the summation of Taylor possessions, she’d seemed incredulous. “This is it? This is what you survive on, day after day? Year after year?”
Taylor laughed, feeling uncharacteristically sheepish. “Well, I can’t exactly travel heavy. If it’s functional and cute, then it’s perfect. And then I’ll cycle through it after a year or two.”
Brooke had still looked incredulous. And Taylor, now that she’d spent a solid fifteen days waking up in Brooke’s bed and finally being granted the ability to look through her second floor, knew that Brooke had a surprising affinity for clothing. Her closet was full to bursting, and, of course, meticulously organized.
She’d swooped down to press a lingering kiss to Brooke’s cheek, and then another at the corner of her lips. And everything in her had melted when Brooke softened against her and had turned just the slightest bit closer to get more contact. “Much like the opposite of Madonna, I’m not really a material girl,” she’d murmured against Brooke’s mouth.
And then they’d spent last weekend shopping and Taylor had indulged in purchasing more new clothing in one fell swoop than she had in decades. It was far more fun than she’d expected… then again, she was a firm believer that she could make fun wherever she was; it was a matter of mindset.
It was especially fun when she’d been able to cajole Brooke into trying on some clothing for her. Especially when she’d gotten her to purchase the shirt she was in right now, by convincing her in the dressing room that it worked wonders for her.
It certainly worked for Taylor – the fitted cut of the shirt along Brooke’s chest, the way it hugged the lithe muscles in her arms.
She’d mapped those muscles with her fingers, now, and her mouth, too. Multiple times.
And she stared at it now, as Brooke carefully slid on a tailored blazer and carefully straightened the cuffs and collar. Watching Brooke methodically dress herself most mornings in the last couple of weeks had really done wonders for Taylor.
“See something you like?” Brooke asked, voice sardonic as hell, as she met Taylor’s eyes from the hallway mirror.
Taylor grinned shamelessly from her perch on the floor. She was still dressed in Brooke’s short cotton shorts and worn sweatshirt – one of several pairs of clothing she’d commandeered since they’d started sleeping together consistently.
She’d learned from the clothing she’d gotten weeks ago during her cathartic night of tears here that Brooke’s lounge clothing was unparalleled. Maybe a little short on Taylor, but roomy and comfy and smelled perfect.
And even when Brooke grumbled, she knew the look in Brooke’s eyes when she came downstairs in the morning to see Taylor in her clothing. It was a look of appreciation, of desire, of contentment. 
Taylor’s attention went back to Gremlin as the cat wrapped its paws around her hand as she rolled her back on the floor next to Taylor.
Brooke gestured to the cat as if to say see, with that sexy superior look she had.
Taylor shook her head. “Nope. Spoon and Dolly took their treats right from my fingertips one at a time, all patient. Gremlin is just a slightly different being. Aren’t you, huh?” She cooed down at the cat. She grinned triumphantly at Brooke. “And she didn’t bite my fingers like she’s tried to bite yours when you give her treats! You don’t give her enough credit.”
“That’s because she loves to spite me,” Brooke muttered as she shook her head.
Taylor tilted her head and regarded Brooke with a smile, before she hopped to her feet after giving Gremlin one last head rub. “You and Gremlin are just similar creatures.”
Hazel eyes narrowed in her direction. “What have I told you about comparing me to cats?”
She sauntered closer, tilting her head as she looked down at Brooke. “Very little; mostly, you’ve just said that you aren’t a cat. And believe me… I’m well aware of how very human you are.”
“This feels like it’s getting weird,” Brooke grumbled but easily allowed Taylor to pull her in closer by the lapels of her blazer.
“It’s always getting weird when it’s us. I think that’s half the fun,” she whispered, before she ducked her head and pressed her mouth to Brooke’s.
Just enough to taste Brooke, as she was discovering it was her favorite way to start the day. And to end the day. And to be able to catch throughout the day, on occasion.
Like if she stopped in with lunch at Brooke’s office or saw her out and about in town, which was increasingly more often, as Taylor had realized the night after they were decorating Town Square as Winter Wonderland that she didn’t feel the urge to hide or shield herself.
It was liberating. Far more liberating than she’d ever thought it could be.
“Mm,” Brooke sighed against her lips in the way she had. The way she had when Taylor knew she was convincing herself that she had to pull away and not indulge, even though she so obviously wanted to.
She loved knowing all of these little signs, these little things that Brooke did. The way she looked in the morning when she muttered her work schedule to herself with that scowl-line between her eyebrows.
The way she talked to her cats so casually, informing them about her day or little tidbits of information. She’d blushed when Taylor had caught her the morning after they’d had sex in her house for the first time and had tersely defended herself, “They like when I talk to them!”
Getting to see Brooke like this, intimately at night and in the mornings, when she was at her most vulnerable, felt simultaneously like Taylor was just spending more time with someone she’d always known and like she was able to get a special view of her.
It was addicting.
Brooke cleared her throat as she pulled away. “So… what are your plans today?”
“Yoga!” she chirped back, feeling the excitement filter through her.
Because ever since she’d gotten back from her little trip a few weeks ago, her weeks had become more and more filled with yoga sessions requested by the citizens of Faircombe.
As it always did in Faircombe, word traveled quickly.
It had started weeks ago, when Brooke had sent over just a few people for a yoga session.
Now, a month later, she had two or three of these sessions a week, each with more and more people. She hadn’t really known what to think of it when Savannah had presented her with a sign-up sheet that she’d started at the bakery, but she did know that it gave her a certain fulfilment she couldn’t quite put her finger on.
“Hmm,” Brooke lifted her eyebrows as she cleared her throat and looked down and fiddled with the cuffs on her shirt. “You coming over later? After the bonfire?”
She loved that Brooke always asked that, with that fighting-hard-to-be-casual tone, when she well knew that Taylor had come over every night. When Taylor knew that there was nowhere else she’d rather spend her nights.
That seeing Brooke after work – either because she met up with Taylor at the bakery or Ben’s house or at a town event or here – and having Brooke tell her about a joke Marisa made over their shared lunch as she pretended not to have as much affection for her assistant as she did or listening to Brooke rant about Kevin and the city council or just watching Brooke cook and chat about whatever came to mind, whether it be about the list or questions about Taylor’s travel or about the cats…
Well, it was the highlight of Taylor’s day even before they’d slept together. That the moments with Brooke were the highlight of her days whenever they’d spotted one another or worked together or even texted. Or emailed.
“I’m not sure, maybe I have other plans…” She tapped her finger against her chin, then laughed heartily as Brooke shot her an affronted look.
Yeah. Addicted was a good word for this.
***
“Okay, great job, everyone. Seriously.” Taylor pushed her hair back, attempting to tame the hairs that had fallen out of her ponytail during the last hour, as she gave a genuine smile to the people who filed out of the door.
It was actually kind of nice, getting to know more people in Faircombe. Taylor was, by nature, a social butterfly, and she hadn’t realized how much that had been stifled by limiting her interactions here for so long.
Some were people she’d known peripherally in her formative years, but some were also transplants, and she got a kick out of chatting with them all. But especially the transplants.
Her yoga sessions took place in the great room of Thistle Drive, with all of the furniture pushed out of the way. Six people during this early afternoon time, four of whom were on lunch break.
Taylor hung back as everyone started to filter out and she toyed with the speakers she borrowed from Ben to use for her yoga playlists. Speakers – it was such an odd little thing. Nearly everyone owned something like this these days, but it didn’t really occur to Taylor until she needed to use these everyday items that… she didn’t have them. Never had.
“See you tonight? At the bonfire?” Penny, one of said transplants, asked on her way out the door. She was in her mid-thirties and had moved to Faircombe two years ago.
Taylor grinned. “Well, we talked earlier about how there’s going to be a cotton candy machine. You know I can’t turn down one of those.”
Penny laughed as she waved and Taylor set the speaker back down and headed toward the wall where she’d pushed most of the furniture. Ben had been actually supportive of her practicing yoga in the house during the days, but she also knew that her brother was someone who needed to have everything in its proper place. How he got a look on his face if things weren’t in the proper organized place.
She’d picked up on these things. These little things that he did for her while she was here, ever since their talk. Like how he’d check her schedule to see if she wanted to have dinner with him and Jo, and if she did, how he’d add some extra spice to it.
And it wasn’t hard to put those same extra touches of understanding back to him.
She only realized that not everyone had filtered out when she saw Mrs. Andrews putter back into the room from the bathroom in the hallway.
Mrs. Andrews rubbed her hands over her lower back. “Taylor, honey, I think you’ve done the impossible. Three of these little classes with you and my back is feeling better than ever. I’m going to tell my chiropractor.”
“I’m sure Mr. Kline will really appreciate that,” she quipped, as she pulled the coffee table back into place.
Mrs. Andrews laughed as she adjusted her cardigan and asked, “Is what you do here what you learned with your Nepal yoga certification? Or the one from India?”
Taylor considered the question before answering slowly, “Well, it’s sort of my own blend, from both. Over the years, I’ve employed different techniques that really work for me, whenever I feel like life is getting a little heavy or hectic.”
Which, admittedly, was not all that often. Because whenever Taylor got that feeling, she fled the scene. Whenever Taylor got the feeling like she was settling in enough in one place that things started taking root, or got serious enough to matter, it signified to her that it was time to leave.
That thought, for the first time, knocked her off-balance. Just enough that she had to shake herself out of it before she realized.
“I don’t think I talked about my yoga certs during class?” She arched an eyebrow at the older woman.
Who just laughed and waved her off. “Oh, honey, you didn’t. I just remember when you posted about it, because those trips always seem to be some of your favorites.”
Now that gave Taylor pause for a whole other reason, and she stared at Mrs. Andrews from across the room. First Brooke admitted a few weeks ago that she went on Taylor’s site and now Mrs. Andrews?!
It made her scoff out a laugh as she finished adjusting the final chair.
“What, did y’all have a viewing party of my site the other week or something?”
Mrs. Andrews looked confused as she shook her head. “Honey, there hasn’t been a real new post on your site in a while, not other than you traveling to those little states when you left here for a couple weeks. And even then, it was just some small posts, nothing big.”
Now, Taylor really did pause, as she stared hard at Mrs. Andrews while it clicked into place for her. “You – you follow my site?”
Now it was Mrs. Andrews who laughed, as she buttoned up her wool jacket with slightly gnarled fingers. “Of course I do! Rita, Shelby, and I – we started getting together to read it soon as your daddy told us about it back in ’05. I love when you post those videos of yours, though, ’specially since my prescription’s getting so bad in the last few years I might as well need a magnifying glass to be able to read that small print!” She let out a cackle, before she pointed a threatening finger at Taylor, “But don’t you be telling that around town.”
Taylor held her hands up in defense, still floored. “I – I had no idea you guys followed me?”
“Honey, you blew out of here so young, we were so worried about you. Ain’t nothing or no one who could ever keep you down, lord knows, but when one of our own flies so far away… well, we wanted to just keep an eye on you. Make sure you were doing okay.”
Something deep, deep inside of her chest shifted and in an uncharacteristic way, it was difficult for her to understand exactly what it was. Clearing her throat, she shook her head, still perplexed. “I never… I just never…”
Mrs. Andrews walked closer and reached up to pat Taylor on the cheek. “And, honey, I never once meant to do you any harm in calling you Taylor Trouble. Rita, and Shelby, and I, well, you know, we grew up down here in the fifties and sixties. If we got into all that trouble you did when you were young – whew, our hide would have been skinned. But you never let anything stop you, with that spirit of yours.”
It was odd, Taylor realized in that moment. How Mrs. Andrews could smell like summer gardenias in a scent so familiar Taylor could remember it from when the woman had babysat her when she was little or had held Taylor’s hand while allowing her to help set up different town events when she went to work with her dad, long before she’d been deemed Taylor Trouble.
Mrs. Andrews gave Taylor another little pat there – so incredibly reminiscent of forty years ago, only back then, she wasn’t reaching up to do so. Back then, she’d reach down to offer Taylor her hand or to tap her lightly on the nose – and then she let her hand slide down. She squeezed Taylor’s fingers before it fell completely away.
It caught in her chest, the whole of it. The hit of the memories, the feelings of how much she’d loved belonging here, before everything else came into play. And the memory of it wound so tightly with this feeling right now, with Mrs. Andrews’ eyes on her that were so kind. Familiar eyes, ones that made her feel loved, even if she looked down into them now and they were a little more sunken and world worn.
It made her throat tight with the weight of it all. The sheer magnitude that sat heavily from all of her words.
“But even when we didn’t understand you, we were always behind you. It took us a little bit of time to get with the modern age, but we got here. And it was you who was leading us the whole time. You know? Carina Santino – you might not know her so well, she moved here a couple years after you left – well, she’s gay, too, and she’d said when we finally got talking to her –”
“Three days after she moved in,” Taylor interjected with a watery laugh.
Mrs. Andrews winked, “Two days, come on now. Anyway, she’d moved in and said that she’d been a little nervous, about coming here, with her wife. But that people were more accepting than she’d thought they would be. Thing is, maybe it would have been different… but we had you. And you were our little Taylor Trouble, always, just the same after you came out as before. Loving you helped change us all for the better, that’s all I mean to say.”
Her throat felt a little tighter as she swallowed hard, blinking back the tears that collected in her eyes.
“I…” It shocked her, how hard it was to swallow through the emotion, how much this meant to her.
Because she – she should have been over it. She’d always told herself that she was, actually even thought she was. She’d thought that through all of her traveling and working on herself and meditations… she’d thought it had helped her move on from this. She’d never have thought that a conversation like this would have made her feel so much.
And it took this moment, Taylor squeezed her eyes closed and took a deep, calming breath, to feel like her feelings and that wound was actually acknowledged.
“And, honey, we never knew that Taylor Trouble upset you. Not once did we figure that.” She continued, as she stepped over to the coat rack and pulled on her hat. “Not until last month, anyway, when Brooke really handed our backsides to us. Right there over morning coffee, too.”
“What?” Taylor asked, in disbelief. She felt like she was registering everything at a speed two times slower than normal, because she had just not been expecting this after yoga this morning.
But she could also just not imagine Brooke going out of her way to scold the gossips over her.
Or… or maybe she could. Because Brooke was – and had always been – bullheaded and intense and didn’t care who the hell she was telling off, even if it was people she cared for or respected. Not if she felt strongly about something.
God, she loved that.
Mrs. Andrews let out that guffawing laugh and shook her head, like she was picturing it all over again. “Oh, she marched right over to us at Cafferty’s and told us that we better cut it out with calling you our Taylor Trouble! Said you didn’t like it, you never liked it. Said it hurt you. And she meant business. You know what our Brooke is like when she means business,” she whispered, full of affection.
Taylor only nodded, slowly, trying to take it in. “When – when was that, again?”
She waved her hand through the air. “Weeks ago! Start of last month, maybe.”
Taylor sat back against the arm of the couch, the feelings hitting her full force, right in the chest. Before anything had happened between them in Faircombe, even their kiss before her trip. Even while Brooke had still maintained they couldn’t be anything to one another, she went out of her way to stick up for Taylor, to women she loved.
Because Brooke did, she loved the witches three. She loved them with the capacity she had to love so fully and so deeply, so loyally, even while she played things close to the vest.
It did things to her, Taylor realized, her heart thudding strongly in her chest. Things that she definitely had never felt.
Mrs. Andrews let out a big sigh, turning to look at Taylor and asked, “Now, where are you off to next? The girls and I’ve been wondering. You know, we mark it in our calendars!”
“Uh,” Taylor had to shake her head to clear it, blinking hard to try to bring herself back to the moment and out of her thoughts about Brooke. “Antarctica. Next month.”
The smile she received was full of the same affection Mrs. Andrews had worn for Brooke moments ago. “You’ve been waiting for that one for a long time!”
“I – yeah. I have,” she murmured, blinking a few times with the words as the realization dawned on her –
She had been waiting for Antarctica for years; it had been the one hold out trip she’d had. The one she really had to plan for, to prepare for. The single continent she’d yet to explore. And she hadn’t even thought about it in… well. Weeks. Longer than weeks.
“I’ve got to pick up my grandson from kindergarten,” Mrs. Andrews rolled her eyes before she dipped her voice into that conspiratorial whisper, “You know Mrs. Robbins, the new teacher? I heard the real reason she switched school systems from Attlebooke was because she had an affair with the principal! I’ll see you for the session on Thursday, honey.”
Taylor waved as she walked out the door, and then remained where she sat, staring after her in the quiet of the empty house.
Mrs. Andrews, Mrs. Hibbard, and Ms. Kellerman, and whoever the hell else, for all she knew, followed her journey. Had followed her, cared about her, worried about her not only since she’d left, but her whole life.
Even when she’d felt judged and unwanted and other.
It was so, so weird, to have those feelings coinciding and to acknowledge that they existed at the same time.
But what sat on top of that, what felt even weirder than that, was the realization that she hadn’t thought about her next trip. She hadn’t thought about where she was going, hadn’t been making her usual arrangements or posts on her website. She hadn’t been counting down the days to her journey.
None of that had happened, because – the weirdest and most unsettling of all – she hadn’t felt the feeling. That one that told her it was time to leave. The one she felt… everywhere. Whenever she spent too much time in any single place, let alone Faircombe.
It was actually jarring, and her mind raced with the fact of it. That the only time she’d felt any inkling of the need to go was only brought on by the fight with Ben. And even then, it hadn’t been her norm; it had been something borne of a deep emotion, not the tingling in her fingers and toes that spoke of a need to fly away to something new.
And even then, it had been alleviated by Brooke.



Chapter Seventeen
 
Brooke kept her composure as well as she could as Kevin dawdled at the end of their meeting.
The worst thing about her weekly meetings with Kevin was that their actual business chats could all be condensed down into the first twenty minutes. And often, it was. The rest of the hour was mostly arguments around whatever topic Kevin had like a bone between his teeth.
Right now, it was around the open flu vaccine clinics Ben ran out of his clinic every weekend, typically right up until Christmas.
“All I’m saying is that Ben Vandenberg is the Faircombe doctor. He runs the Faircombe Family Health Clinic. When he opens it up on weekends and we start getting people from Lenton and Joville…” he trailed off, arching his eyebrows at her.
Brooke stared back at him. “So, what I’m hearing is that you want to stop offering free clinic services in town to low-income cities.”
He narrowed his eyes. “It’s not about the money, it’s about using Faircombe resources, and crime rates –”
Brooke rubbed at her temples as she closed her eyes for a few moments. “You know what? It’s actually not Faircombe resources; it’s privately funded by Dr. Vandenberg. And he has all the permits to run his free clinics.” Just as Kevin opened his mouth she pushed on, “Our crime rates have never spiked, so don’t give me that. If anything, profits spike more during clinic Saturdays.”
It was as if they didn’t have this same meeting every damn week. Where he man-spread over her office furniture and seemed to gain energy from the complaints he had that drained hers.
He scowled. “I’m taking it to the city council next meeting; I was telling you first as a courtesy.”
A courtesy. Right. Brooke didn’t bother to hide the snort that escaped her. “Yeah, well, it’s already been voted through on the council, two years ago. The year before you were elected.”
That red flush he got when he was irritated cropped up on his cheeks. Or, got more pronounced than it had been for the last hour, anyway.
Just on time, Marisa knocked on her office door and popped her head in. “Hey, Boss. It’s your three o’clock on line one.”
“Thanks, Marisa.” She put her hand on the phone that now had a flashing red light alerting her to a call on hold, as she fixed a stare at Kevin. “I have to take this.”
“Mmhmm,” he sighed loudly. “Weird how every week you get that call, isn’t it?”
“Well, it’s a weekly call, much like this is a weekly meeting,” she grit out. “Funny how that is, right?”
Before he could utter another word, she picked up the receiver, “Brooke Watson.”
She didn’t miss his eye roll before he strode out of her office, shutting her door loudly behind him.
A few moments later, Marisa’s voice spoke from the phone, “Aaaand, he’s gone.”
“Thanks for the save. As per usual.”
Marisa fixed on a poor imitation of an old-time reporter, “Ma’am, your three o’clock phone meeting with me is of the utmost importance, and Faircombe would crumble if you didn’t take this call. Roger that.”
Brooke sighed, but for the first time in the last hour and fifteen minutes, her headache abated. “Not quite sure that’s how journalists signed off.”
Marisa sighed back. “I mean, I simply can’t know everything.”
“Roger that,” Brooke shot back before she hung up with a small grin.
Marisa called five minutes past three, without fail, every single week to usher Kevin out in the most amiable way possible. It had been a plan of her own division and on some of Kevin’s most obnoxious, worst weeks, Brooke bought her lunch to thank her for it.
With a stretch, she pushed herself out of her chair and made her way to the conference table in her room and rubbed at her lower back, where the slight ache was from holding such a tense position in her meeting with Kevin for the last just-over-an-hour.
Then she dropped her hand with a groaning chuckle under her breath. Every time she so much as rubbed at her lower back lately, Taylor would shoot her a look and waggle her eyebrows as she’d suggest, “Some yoga would really help you out…”
Brooke retorted, “I’m not into that crunchy stuff; I’ll stick with my own workouts, thanks.”
The thing about this bit, if you’d call it that, was that it had begun years ago. Ever since Taylor had gotten into yoga, which was twenty-one years ago. Brooke remembered because Taylor had come back for a visit and when Brooke had entered Thistle Drive for Sunday dinner when she’d been back home for a summer break from college, she’d walked in and then stopped dead in her tracks.
Because Taylor had been there, twenty-four and tanned and hair falling over her shoulder as she’d done some sort of move that twisted her whole body up into a pretzel and her ass had been in the air and – and –
Yeah.
And when Taylor had noticed her, she’d shot Brooke that bright grin while her head had been upside down and offered to stretch Brooke out.
There hadn’t been anything decidedly lascivious in the offer, just some teasing with a little wink. But Brooke had gotten twisted up over the ridiculous, unwanted images the words invoked, and she’d rolled her eyes before powering by Taylor without another look.
And now, when Taylor offered to stretch her out, well. Brooke didn’t think she would actually make it longer than a few minutes of yoga with Taylor nearby.
Shaking her head to rid her thoughts of Taylor – she had the distinct ability to distract Brooke during work, in the best and worst of ways – she leaned over to look at the blueprints that were spread across her table from the city planners, about reconstruction of some roads on the southeast side of town.
Focus.
Focus on something other than Taylor, because she would have just about all of her focus when she left the office. It was unlike anything she’d experienced with anyone else, even Scarlet after being together for years. And Brooke… didn’t hate it.
She froze, thoughts immediately coming back to the here and now as she heard her office door open.
Closing her eyes, she breathed in and out.
Marisa typically went on her break at this time every afternoon. Which meant if Kevin decided to circle back because he hadn’t gotten in enough time bothering her today, he could come right in and –
And it wasn’t Kevin at all.
“Hey,” Brooke said, dumbly, as she stared at Taylor from across the room. How did she appear from Brooke just thinking about her? That had never happened in the past.
“Hey,” Taylor echoed, closing the door behind her before she sauntered closer. “How was the meeting with Kevin?”
It definitely was sauntering; Taylor had the ability to saunter that Brooke was sure most people only wished they could emulate.
All right, the ridiculously true thing was that seeing Taylor in her yoga garb was – it was a lot for Brooke. It always had been. There was something about seeing her in that skin-tight top with the high-waisted leggings that showed a couple of inches of soft skin of her stomach, especially when her hair was in a ponytail that was a little in disarray. Like she’d come to see Brooke without taking a second to tame those long locks after whatever she’d been doing.
Kevin. Meeting. Right.
She blinked, shaking her head slightly. “It was shit. Like usual. Kevin thinks the sun comes up just to hear him crow.” Taylor came even closer and Brooke could smell her. The scent she’d always known, but now was on her pillows every night. “What are you doing here?”
“Can’t a girl come see her paramour?” Taylor asked, a sly smile sliding over her lips. But it wasn’t as light and playful as it usually was.
Brooke… well, she couldn’t determine what exactly it was, either. Simply more intense, maybe.
Yes, it was intensity. The look in those dark eyes was definitely what Brooke would label as intense.
She scowled. “Don’t say paramour; we’re not seventy-two.” Her frown deepened as her stomach twisted. “What is it, though? You don’t look like you just wanted to stop by for a visit. Are you okay?” Now, instead of perusing her to check her out, she ran her eyes over Taylor quickly to assess for injury. She appeared fine. “Is it Savannah? The baby?”
Taylor shook her head quickly. “No, no. I’m fine and Savannah and the baby are both great.” A flash of a bright, unworried smile flashed across her face. “The peanut is a tall one, it looks like.”
Brooke scoffed out a laugh. “Aren’t all Vandenbergs.”
The smile on Taylor’s lips transformed to look more endeared as she stepped even closer, close enough that Brooke could feel her body warmth but not close enough to really touch. She stood deliberately this close, Brooke realized, so that she could tilt Brooke up to look at her and really prove her height.
“Yeah, we are.”
And then her lips were on Brooke’s.
Demanding and hot, Taylor’s tongue slid into Brooke’s mouth and against her own, immediately eliciting a shudder through Brooke’s entire body. She slid her hands up and shivered again when she came into contact with the bare skin of Taylor’s midsection, slipping her thumbs into the sports top.
Taylor’s mouth was sinfully talented; she’d learned it months ago, but it was reaffirmed for her every single night in the last few weeks. These lips and that tongue and a scrape of those teeth could make Brooke legitimately weak in the knees – a sensation she was entirely unfamiliar with – in seconds.
She kissed Taylor back, meeting her demand with her own fire. And it was passionate.
The intensity in Taylor’s eyes was in her lips on Brooke’s as the kiss got hotter, hungrier, and far harder than was Taylor’s usual, but she wasn’t complaining in the least. It was in Taylor’s hands as she reached down to grip Brooke’s ass as she walked her backwards and then pulled Brooke up.
She yelped into Taylor’s mouth, surprised at her strength as Brooke found herself completely pulled off her feet, before she was settled right on her conference table.
“The blueprints,” she panted against Taylor’s lips, conscious – only barely – of the work she’d been looking at.
“They’re fine,” Taylor hurriedly assured her, before sucking Brooke’s bottom lip into her mouth.
It was a great way to make it so Brooke would not press the issue, really.
Taylor pulled her thighs wide open and Brooke willingly allowed her to, wanting to feel her closer. And Taylor complied, her hand landing on the table next to Brooke’s hip with a loud thump, as her other hand slid to Brooke’s lower back, as if to ensure that Brooke was as close as possible.
She didn’t know how long had passed before Taylor’s kisses gentled – could be minutes, could be an hour for all she freaking registered – and she slid her lips lightly over Brooke’s, once, then twice. Then a third time, as if for good measure.
And she felt the softness, the care, in it, right down to her toes.
She felt it everywhere. Sitting softly in her stomach, the same way it did when Taylor cuddled against her in the morning. Just like the minutes before she’d fallen asleep that night in San Diego. All around her heart, the same way she’d been running from for her whole life.
Like she’d always known Taylor could give her this feeling and it was all she could do to manage it in the past was to turn herself off to it.
She blinked, as she found herself still leaning back on her hands, Taylor still leaning over her but not moving, as if reality slid back in.
She tilted her head, studying Taylor’s face. “Okay. So. What was that about?”
Taylor wore a gentle smile now, as she ran her gaze over Brooke’s face, then back up. She searched Brooke’s eyes as she asked softly, “Did you tell the Three Musketeers of Faircombe to stop calling me Taylor Trouble?”
Immediately, Brooke could feel the heat rush up her neck and she cleared her throat as she dropped Taylor’s intense stare. “I – you know, I mentioned it. So?” she challenged, tilting her jaw up at Taylor.
Who slid her hand from Brooke’s lower back to her jaw and caressed her there, so softly, before she tucked some of Brooke’s hair behind her ear. “So, you are so fucking sweet, Brooke.”
Brooke scowled as that squirmy feeling in her stomach returned and she shook her head. “It wasn’t being sweet, it was just – look, you were…” She didn’t like to think of the utter sobs that had wracked Taylor that night last month. “You were really upset about something that was really easily remedied, you know? And if I could do something about it, then why wouldn’t I? It was just a logical solution.”
She nodded decisively with the words; that was the kind of person she was. When there was a problem, she solved it. Easy as that.
Still, Taylor merely shook her head lightly, still wearing that smile and stroking Brooke’s ear so gently. “You act like I don’t know you, Brooke B. Watson.”
“Ugh,” Brooke groaned, and took only a second to relish in the feeling of Taylor’s touch, before she shook her head. “Well, if you really know me, you’ll know I’m concerned about the blueprints.”
The ones currently located under her ass.
Taylor chuckled softly, rolling her eyes as she stepped back after tapping her hand against said blueprints. “They’re perfectly fine, as I said.”
Brooke carefully slid off the table. “Somehow, I don’t think you’d actually checked on them in that moment.”
Taylor’s chuckle grew into a full-blown laugh and Brooke couldn’t help but smile with it as she drew in a shaky breath to get her still raging hormones under control. That had been a grand fucking kiss.
“Want to come with me to the bonfire?” Taylor asked, tilting her head.
She raked her eyes up and down Taylor – Jesus – before fixing Taylor with a look. “Dressed like that? You’ll freeze to death. We can head back to my place early, if you want.”
Brooke had never wanted to skip a town event before. Not really. Not that she had a burning desire to attend most of them, either, but… she would feel like she’d missed something she relied on. And, now especially, she’d feel like she’d missed out on something she’d helped create.
But here in her office, with Taylor standing so close, her body all warm and still in that outfit from yoga, while Brooke was still keyed up – well, Brooke wouldn’t mind missing an event. This one time.
Taylor grinned widely, as if she knew what Brooke was thinking. Before she shook her head. “I love that offer. Seriously. And I’m going to take you up on it, after we stroll around a bit.” She bit her lip in thought, tilting her head as she admitted, “I want to see it. And I’ve told some people I’ll see them there.”
“Of course you did,” Brooke grumbled, but there was nothing behind it.
Because it kind of… well, it kind of thrilled her that Taylor wanted this. Wanted to go with her. Wanted to go.
“Besides, I know you have an extra jacket in here somewhere.”
“Did you peek around when you worked on the list in here?” Brooke crossed her arms, mock-annoyed, because she couldn’t muster up an actual grievance at the idea.
Taylor chuckled. “I didn’t… but am I wrong?”
Brooke gave up on acting annoyed and let her arms fall. “Not this time.”
Taylor reached down to intertwine their fingers. “I know you. I’d be shocked if you didn’t have an entire change of clothes and an extra jacket here. In your second home.”
“Yeah, yeah.”
***
As Brooke stood at the bonfire a few hours later, she wrapped her arms around herself to keep warmer as the sun started to set below the horizon and watched Taylor circulate.
No matter what, it seemed inevitable that wherever Taylor went – she’d learned after stalking her blog – she found friends. People to fit in with or talk to. Even in Faircombe.
If she hadn’t been so… devil-may-care, so rebellious, and so ready to move on from everyone, she would have easily been prom queen in high school.
Actually, Brooke shook her head – scratch that.
If Faircombe hadn’t still been so backwards in a lot of ways back then, Taylor would have been the most popular person here. If they were teens now, she certainly would be.
And the thing about Taylor, was that she wouldn’t be one of the popular kids that had been awful to Brooke back when she’d been in school. Taylor would have been nice to everyone.
“And somehow, she always lands on her feet,” Ben noted from beside her, nodding at Taylor, his hands tucked into his pockets the same as hers were to keep warm.
She coughed, embarrassed at having been caught staring so blatantly. “Huh?”
Ben shook his head with a grin, turning back to the fire.
They hadn’t really addressed her new development with Taylor – wherein they slept together and spent time together most days in the last couple of weeks. She knew Ben knew, not only because Taylor lived with him, so clearly… he knew.
But because the town knew, too. It hadn’t exploded over the town like an atom bomb, but more nestled over it like a quiet common knowledge.
All that had really been said about it was last week at trivia night, when he’d said, “So…?”         
And because she knew Ben so well, she knew exactly what he was saying without the words.
“Mm.” She’d reached up and rubbed at the back of her neck, not wanting to discuss it any further than that.
And because Ben knew her and what all of her little tells meant, he’d dropped it. And then they’d won trivia. So clearly, they were doing something right.
Ben just shook his head and bumped her shoulder with his own and they both watched Taylor approach.
As soon as she got close enough, she handed Brooke a cup of hot chocolate and wiggled her eyebrows. “A little bit of mint in it, for your majesty.”
Brooke rolled her eyes at the ridiculous title, but accepted the drink. “Thanks. Nothing for you?”
“Nothing for me?” Ben asked, a deliberately wounded look on his face.
Taylor stuck her tongue out at him. “It’s from the packets; do you know how many times I’ve heard you talk about how you only want the hot chocolate when it’s actually melted chocolate?”
“It’s better that way!”
“Snob,” Brooke muttered into her cup as she bumped him back with her shoulder.
Taylor gave a “hear, hear!” in hearty agreement, before giggling.
Brooke turned to her, arching an eyebrow. “And? Are you also a snob, then, since you don’t have one?”
“I planned on keeping myself warm in another way, if you don’t mind…” Taylor waggled her eyebrows, but left the statement open ended. As if asking Brooke a genuine question.
Brooke stared at her, nonplussed.
Taylor sighed and laughed. “You, Brooke. I want to – well, I’d like to hold you.”
She ignored Ben coughing into his hand in a poorly disguised way to hide his chortle.
“Uh… I don’t generally love to be held.” She knew her expression mirrored her words as Taylor chuckled softly, tilting her head. The firelight washed over her face and softened her features to the point that she looked nearly magical.
“But, if you want to,” she allowed.
At the end of the day, Faircombe knew what they knew. And she knew Taylor loved to be touchy – always – and… well, she also knew she really enjoyed Taylor’s touch. Especially since she’d stopped denying it to herself.
Still, she held herself very still as Taylor easily situated herself behind Brooke and wrapped her arms around Brooke’s waist, propping her cheek against Brooke’s head. She slid her hands into Brooke’s jacket pockets, and so easily settled into position.
“There we go.” Taylor murmured, her breath so warm against Brooke’s ear. She could feel more than hear Taylor chuckle again and she shivered with it. “Relax, Brooke.”
“Is it that you don’t like to be held?” Taylor whispered as she slowly swayed in time to her own tune, moving Brooke gently with her. “Or is it that you just never get held?”
Brooke was quiet, eyebrows drawing down as she actually thought about the question instead of brushing it off. No, she wasn’t often held growing up. And she supposed that in her adult relationships… she wasn’t really held in those, either. It was her own doing, she could acknowledge that. Nothing about her usually screamed soft or vulnerable and she didn’t ever ask for this or give opportunities for herself to be weak in front of people.
She put up her walls because it was easier than having someone break them down, and then disappoint her or leave her. At the thought, she swallowed heavily and stared ahead into the fire. Because she’d never been wrong, either, had she?
She swallowed heavily, clearing her throat at the unexpected emotion that welled up in her. But snuggled into Taylor’s arms while they were awake was different than sleeping while cuddling. It made her feel –
Brooke cleared her throat and set her jaw.
She could feel Taylor’s breath wash over her ear again as she spoke, “Admit it. Admit that this is easy. Admit that your whole list of reasons as to why it, you and me, would be hard, was wrong. Admit that this is easy.”
And her voice was so low and soft and coaxing.
But Brooke shook her head slightly and stared straight ahead. “No.”
Taylor squeezed her arms a little tighter around Brooke. “No? No, as in it’s not hard?”
“No. No, as in: No, I’m not admitting that.” Brooke nodded, resolutely.
“Admit it,” Taylor murmured as she placed a galaxy of kisses against Brooke’s neck and ear and it was enough to damningly steal her breath away.
Enough that she melted easily back against Taylor even more, unwittingly.
“Admit it.” Taylor laughed and Brooke could feel the gentle shaking of her body with it. “Brooke! Come on. You feel it, I know you do.”
Brooke released a long, shuddering breath. “No,” she insisted, but didn’t move away. Couldn’t move away.
Taylor sighed, dramatically. “All right. I do love your stubbornness, you know. So maybe that says something about me. One day, I’ll get you, though.”
“Highly unlikely,” Brooke shot back.
Even though she couldn’t see Taylor, she knew she was smiling that bright, soft smile, and Brooke’s heart ached in her chest. 
She wouldn’t admit it, and she wasn’t being stubborn at all. She would never tell Taylor that pushing her away had been harder than doing what they were doing now.
Because this? 
It felt easy. It was so, so easy to melt into Taylor and know that this was the one woman who knew her physically, intimately, and emotionally, and understood her in ways no other romantic partner would ever even try to. Maybe they just couldn’t.
It was easy to acknowledge silently to herself that Taylor’s indomitable spirit was light and easy and frustrating and intoxicating, and Brooke felt accepted by her, completely and totally. Challenged and accepted and cared for, constantly.
The thing was, though, it ultimately wasn’t easy at all.
Because loving Taylor was so easy for Brooke, it was second nature. And holding Taylor at arm’s length until this point because of that, had become the easy part for her. Also second nature. 
The hard part, the inescapable part now, was going to come when Taylor left. Taylor, in this visit, had left her mark all over Brooke’s life. In her home, with her cats, in her office, at Ben’s, at Savannah’s bakery, all over different Faircombe events… she was everywhere.
But the truth was that nothing with Taylor was permanent. And Brooke had never forgotten it, not even in these easy, soft moments in the last few weeks.
Loving Taylor was so easy, it was hard. Because Taylor was as intangible as the idea of love itself; while you felt it, it was amazing. But you can’t physically hold on to it, no matter how much you might want to, and ultimately, it will break your heart. 
“I’ll think of this,” Taylor whispered into her ear, as she squeezed her arms a little tighter around Brooke. It gave Brooke, ironically, the most secure feeling she’d really ever had. It might be false security, and yet somehow it was the most safe she’d ever felt. “When I’m in Antarctica and it’s literally freezing, I can think of this and feel warm.”
Antarctica. 
And there it was. Brooke couldn’t think of anything to say, not even a nod or a grunt. Not when this was the other shoe dropping. It wasn’t a surprise, she reminded herself. Taylor would never have stayed in Faircombe. And still, her heart ached with it. 
Antarctica. 



Chapter Eighteen
 
“What in the world are they doing?” Taylor asked Savannah, as she handed her sister a mug of tea and then sat down next to her on the top step of the front porch of Thistle Drive.
Her sister sat with her knees tugged up – she had lanky legs, like Taylor herself – without her legs resting against her torso, given the slight growth of her stomach. She had a blanket wrapped around her shoulders as she stared out at town square.
Savannah shared the blanket with her, and Taylor gratefully pulled it over her shoulders. She’d easily forgotten that it did get chilly down here by mid-December. Or maybe it was just that she’d acclimated back to it – those formative memories she had stored up that had been released in bits and pieces in the last few months had proven to her that there was a lot more of Faircombe in her mind than she’d consciously thought.
She and Savannah tilted their heads to the right as they watched a small group of people attempt pull a giant rattle shaped pinata over a tree branch to hang it up.
“I think it’s going to be a surprise baby shower for me, this evening. But a surprise that is set up in public, right in front of both my business and my brother’s house, outdoors in the middle of December,” Savannah commented thoughtfully, before she broke down into laughter.
Taylor joined her as they watched the pinata fall back to the ground. “They mean well.”
Savannah nodded in sage agreement, and it was only then that Taylor considered her own words. For all the feelings she might have had in the past on Faircombe, they did mean well.
She cracked another grin as she watched them scramble to grab the rope after throwing it over a branch. “I mean, you’d think someone would bring a ladder.”
“Common sense is a lot less common than you think,” Savannah said, shaking her head as she let it fall onto Taylor’s shoulder.
They did this a lot in their youth; sat on the steps of the porch just to watch what was going on in town. Sometimes when Taylor was babysitting her sister, they’d sit out here to have dinner. She’d taught Savannah how to play five card stud – much to their father’s chagrin, as Savannah had been nine and they’d been betting on cookies – right in this very spot.
She leaned her head against the top of Savannah’s and breathed out a sigh.
After a beat, she opened her mouth to comment on the giant sign that was being hung up, that did indeed confirm it was a baby shower for Savannah, before her sister whispered, “I’m going to miss you, when you leave in a couple weeks. More, this time, than usual.”
It hadn’t been what she’d been expecting, and even though Savannah would often offhandedly comment things like Miss you! on their calls, it didn’t feel like this. This landed heavily in her stomach, and she frowned with it as she pulled back a bit to look at her.
“I’ll be back,” she said as she looked at the side of Savannah’s face.
Savannah sighed and sat up straighter and stared out into the town as she spoke, “I mean, you’re always back, at some point.” She blew out a deep breath before she looked at Taylor. “But this trip was – it’s different.”
Taylor stared at her sister for a few long moments, nodding slowly. It was different, during this trip. Her time here was different this time in a big way; even if she hadn’t taken time to think about it, it was impossible to ignore.
And weirdly, she hadn’t taken the time to think about it.
Taylor was a thinker whenever she traveled – which was constantly. In order to write and share her experiences with people, she had to think about them. To really ruminate on what was happening in her life, what she was seeing, doing, eating, the people she was doing it with.
Usually, every few days, she would take her solitary time to delve into her life and share it with the world.
Always. That was just how she lived her entire life.
But… she hadn’t done that. Not in months. She hadn’t really even sat down with her website to do more than basic maintenance or any real, thoughtful updates since… the beginning of October? Since the first week or two that she’d been here.
Ever since then, she’d been too caught up in everything else.
“I mean, I knew I asked you to come, for me and the peanut,” Savannah continued, dragging her out of her thoughts. “But it’s been so much more than I thought it would be. Getting to have you here for doctor’s appointments and during Sunday dinners, with Ben, too? And that… it’s been the real you, Taylor,” the emotion in Savannah’s voice threw Taylor for another loop and there were tears in her sister’s blue eyes.
She wrapped her arm around Savannah’s shoulders and pulled her sister close, a little confused and a little worried that she’d caused these tears, somehow. What Savannah was describing wasn’t exactly the same way she was thinking of how this trip had been different. “The real me? I’m always the real me, honey. Are you okay?”
Savannah wrapped her arms around Taylor and held for a few long moments before she drew back and shook her head. She let out a watery laugh and wiped her eyes. “Sorry. Never mind. The hormones have really been getting to me; I cried at a cat food commercial yesterday.”
Taylor laughed, even though concern still curled low in her stomach.
“And Brooke!” Savannah exclaimed suddenly, tossing her arms in the air and surprising Taylor, as she gave her a sly look. “That’s way different.”
And Taylor shook her head as she laughed. Savannah had gotten far too much enjoyment of her and Brooke being together. The morning after Taylor had spent the night, she’d left Brooke’s late in the morning and had gone to Savannah’s bakery, where her sister had pointed at her – dressed in Brooke’s clothing – and let out a victorious aha!
Taylor really couldn’t blame her; she was beaming, herself.
As she was right now. She could feel it in her own cheeks.
“See? That? Different,” Savannah arched a challenging eyebrow at her.
And Taylor bumped their shoulders together, but didn’t deny it. “Brooke… is different.”
“From most others, for sure,” Savannah agreed fondly.
Taylor bit her lip and nodded. Brooke always had that factor that made her stand out to Taylor. But… god, she appreciated it more than ever when she got to see it in every facet of Brooke’s life.
The way she meticulously organized her kitchen after every trip into it, double checking that everything was in order just in case. The way she spoke to her cats like humans, always. It wasn’t merely a show, as it sometimes was for Taylor to speak semi-seriously to the felines. Brooke meant it, adorably seriously.
“It’s also different for Brooke,” Savannah commented, thoughtfully.
Taylor gave her a questioning look, silently asking how so?
Savannah let out an exasperated sigh. “Come on! It’s Brooke. If her middle name wasn’t Baylor, it would be stability. Out of Brooke’s relationships, the one thing that has always been the common ground in them is that they are people who, you know. Are just…”
“Settled?” Taylor supplied.
“Yes! Like, obviously Scarlet was the biggest one. That was a slooow start, too. Like Brooke was dipping her toe into the pool before stepping a foot in, and then the other foot. And then going down another step. Like she wanted to be sure that the future was stable with them before she really went in. And they ended up breaking up because… well, Brooke was so set in her ways and Scarlet wanted more... fun? Spontaneity? Humor? Romance?”
“How do you know that?” She asked, feeling a burning, hot irritated sensation digging uncomfortably into her stomach.
“Um, it’s Faircombe? I mean obviously Brooke didn’t say anything, but Scarlet did. It got around. You know how it goes.”
“Well, Brooke is fucking fun. And romantic. And funny,” she bit out in Brooke’s defense.
Because it was all true. Maybe it wasn’t overt, but Brooke had a quiet sense of romance and humor and an enjoyment of her life that was fun. And the fact that she knew that Brooke doubted those things even about herself – it angered Taylor.
More than she expected of herself, really, because she wasn’t inherently an angry person.
But how dare Scarlet go around saying that about Brooke? Especially because they were together for years. And if she dated Brooke for years and couldn’t see the truth about her, then that was really more on Scarlet than Brooke.
Savannah was clearly surprised at her anger, seemingly as much as Taylor herself was, and she gave Taylor a wide-eyed look as she raised her hands in defense. “Look, I know that Brooke is funny and everything, you don’t have to tell me. I’m just telling you what I know!”
Taylor crossed her arms over her knees, sheepish. “Sorry.” She cleared her throat, shaking her head at herself. “Go on.”
Savannah gave her a long look before she continued. “And before Scarlet, like ten years ago, was Betty, from Lenton? Brooke was a little questionable about being with her in the beginning because she was from the town next to us. It was like only a twenty minute drive to her place! And in the end, it drove Brooke crazy that Betty wanted to stay in Lenton for her future. Twenty minutes away,” she deadpanned.
Taylor drew her legs up tighter against herself as she sent a hard look across the town square. The anger had been unfamiliar, and so was the unsettling mixture of discontent and sadness settling in her stomach.
Brooke never mentioned anything about them beyond… the day. Maybe sometimes plans later in the week.
She jumped as the door opened behind them and Ben stepped out onto the porch. “Aw man, they really went ahead and set the party up right in Town Square while you’re sitting right here?”
Savannah and Taylor both laughed and slid over a bit as he sat on the step next to them. Taylor tugged up the blanket and offered it to her brother, lifting an eyebrow. He scooched in enough to get under the blanket with them as he shook his head.
“I told Mrs. Hibbard and Paul Oken when they came by the clinic last week to ask what you already had for the baby that they shouldn’t do it right out in public if they wanted it to be a surprise!” He defended, in that classically aggrieved Ben tone.
“You knew?!” Savannah leaned forward past Taylor so she could shoot their brother a look.
He leaned forward to give her a look back. “Of course! And they wanted me to invite Mom and Dad, but they’re down in Florida this week. But Mrs. Hibbard didn’t want to wait to throw the party.”
“Like twenty people in this town don’t still talk to Mom and Dad every week,” Savannah rolled her eyes, even as they twinkled with a grin as she watched them start to set up a concession table. “It makes me feel pretty special, though,” Savannah murmured, that mirroring grin tugging at her lips.
“Good,” Ben said with a decisive nod and his own smile.
Taylor felt absurdly warm, sitting here with her siblings under this blanket, as more people came out to get ready for the baby shower. She’d gotten Savannah a crib, having picked it out with Brooke’s help last week; Brooke had, of course, done all of the research for safety matters before going with Taylor to buy it. She’d asked the salesperson in the store about forty questions regarding the set up and safety facts, her voice having taken on that demanding I’m-the-boss manner that Taylor kind of loved.
It made her frown all over again, that sick feeling sliding through her.
***
In the days following that conversation, she waited for it. 
She waited for Brooke to mention something about the future. Anything about the future. For someone who didn’t usually think far into the future, herself, it was utterly disconcerting.
For Taylor, planning for the future usually meant planning upcoming trips and what her downtime in between those trips would look like while she was in San Diego. She hadn’t even realized that those thoughts had shifted, lately. Into thinking about… Brooke.
Even before they’d started this up – dating, sleeping together, whatever they were calling it – it was Brooke she’d been thinking about in the day-to-day. In looking forward to spending time with.
And she waited. They went to the baby shower together – nothing.
Brooke came over for Sunday dinner – nothing.
Taylor spent almost every night with her and then breakfast in the morning, too – nothing.
And the thing was, Taylor wasn’t an impatient person. Taylor actually thought of herself as one of the most patient people, because she firmly believed life happened in its own time. What was meant to happen was meant to happen.
She stared at Brooke as she loaded the dishwasher after they had dinner – a chicken tikka masala Taylor had prepared in Brooke’s kitchen. She’d stayed in Brooke’s house all day, as it had rained outside and Brooke had gone to work. She’d simmered her chicken down and played with the cats as she’d sat down in the kitchen and gotten a good headway done on writing up the list, as she’d been a little distracted in the last few weeks to really work on it. It had been a perfect day.
A perfectly domestic day, in Brooke’s house. Taylor’s laptop was on the table, still, next to her notebook that was lined with notes from Brooke, as well.
And she couldn’t wrap her mind around it. Around why Brooke didn’t ever want to talk about more than this? The day, the moment. When Brooke was such a planner in every other aspect of her life. The work she was doing at work was for months, if not further, in advance.
She stared at Brooke from her perch on the counter. Still in her shirt from work, but with multiple buttons undone – buttons Taylor had undone – with her wavy hair a little mussed from Taylor’s hands delving into it when she’d kissed Brooke upon her returning home. And she wanted this.
She could feel it, so deep inside of her. Savannah was right; Brooke was different. What she was doing with Brooke was different, had been different since anything had happened between them, months ago.
Brooke was unlike any woman she’d ever been with. Brooke was the woman you came back to. The one you said real goodbyes to when you had to leave. The only one Taylor didn’t want to leave, permanently, because she knew she’d never be able to get her out of her mind. Brooke was always a part of Taylor’s life, but now, she was so much more.
And she just… she couldn’t wrap her mind around how Brooke was doing this, without Taylor meaning any more to her. Brooke, she didn’t dive into anything without a plan for the future, especially not when it came to feelings.
She knew Brooke had feelings for her. She could feel it in every touch. She could feel it when they fell asleep together, when they locked eyes, when Brooke opened up to her. She knew it.
So – why?
“What are your birthday plans?” She asked, tilting her head. “You busy?”
Brooke’s movements slowed as she loaded the final plate into the dishwasher and turned to look at Taylor, giving her that skeptical look Taylor so loved. “My birthday? That’s in seven months?”
“Yeah. I want to make plans,” Taylor asserted, arching her eyebrows at Brooke and staring at her.
At the way hazel eyes narrowed in confusion and those long fingers slid through her hair before Brooke scoffed out a laugh. “Right.”
Taylor shook her head, though. Not laughing. “Seriously, Brooke. I want to do something with you this year. Something big, since I wasn’t here last year for your fortieth.”
Brooke’s laughter disappeared from her face, and Taylor missed it immediately. “Taylor, come on.”
“Why can’t we talk about future plans?” She pressed. And she felt so very unlike herself, needing to press the issue.
But she had to. She needed it.
Brooke turned around, her movements jerky. “Oh, I don’t know.” Her voice was annoyed and lofty. “When are you going out to get your things for Antarctica? Whenever we’ve gotten anything in the last few weeks, it hasn’t exactly been a parka you’ve been looking for.”
“I’ve been ready for Antarctica for months; everything I need is in my storage facility in San Diego. I just plan on stopping over there on my way,” Taylor responded, before she pushed herself off of the counter to come to stand.
Her nerves were jumping around too much for her to remain seated, as everything jangled together inside of her.
“Great,” Brooke snapped out as she jammed her finger into the button to start the dishwasher.
“Brooke! I’m being serious!” She reached out her hands landing on Brooke’s shoulders because she needed the contact. She softly turned Brooke around to face her, giving a gentle squeeze to the tense muscles under her hands. Muscles that she knew so intimately now. That she didn’t want to stop knowing.
“So am I! What future are you talking about?” Brooke’s shoulders drew up into a shrug under Taylor’s touch, that line between her eyebrows so deep as she stared up at Taylor with a look that she couldn’t quite place.
Desperation? Frustration? A mix?
“The only future there is! The future. You’re in mine, I’m in yours. That’s life, just like we’ve always been a part of one another’s lives. And now that we’re like this…” she stroked her thumbs over the soft material of Brooke’s shirt, not wanting to ever lose this feeling.
Now Brooke did shrug hard enough to remove Taylor’s hands, as she stepped back and pressed her own back into the kitchen counter. As if trying to put as much space as she possibly could between them. “There’s no future in this, Taylor. For us, or whatever you want to call it. The future here? Is that you are going to Antarctica and then, what? New Zealand? And I’ll be here. And maybe I’ll see you once or twice a year, when you stop by.”
Brooke’s words dug into Taylor’s chest, so sharply. She didn’t know why; they weren’t necessarily wrong. But it was the empty delivery from Brooke. The cut-and-dry robotic way she said the words, like that was that.
When Taylor didn’t want that.
“It doesn’t have to be like that, though,” the words left her before she even really fully thought them through.
Brooke stared at her incredulously, and Taylor felt her heart beating so hard. This? This was desperation, she realized. A desperation she hadn’t felt in a long time, and when it came to matters of the heart, it was something she’d never felt.
But this? Brooke’s hazel eyes that looked more golden brown in the soft lighting of her kitchen as they stared up into Taylor’s face? This mattered. It stayed in Taylor’s chest, lodged right next to her heart.
It mattered.
“What do you mean?” Brooke’s voice was soft, so soft, her words floated through the still night air. And in them, this hopeful tone. Just a whisper of it, but it was enough to fill Taylor up to the brim. “How does it not have to be like that?”
“I mean… I want to see you again. More. Like this. Not– not like the way it was before. Not in passing, not once or twice a year for a day or two.” It felt so weird, confessing that. It felt weird to Taylor even feeling it. That she wanted to come back to Faircombe, back to Brooke, after her trip. Maybe after… more than just this trip.
She nodded at the thoughts as the idea compounded in steps. “Yes! Yeah.” She reached out to take Brooke’s hands and laced their fingers together, loving this connection and that Brooke let her do it, now. That she expected Taylor’s touches and seemed to want them. Especially as she stared up at her and Taylor swore she could see so much in those eyes. So much wanting.
“San Diego has become my home base, of sorts,” she spoke slowly, growing more confident with the words. More excited. “But, it doesn’t have to be. I stay there for weeks at a time, in between trips. That can be here. In Faircombe.”
She bounced up on her toes and brought Brooke’s fingers up to her lips, pressing a series of excited kisses there.
“I can be back here for Sav to give birth after my next trip! Stay for a month or so, and then I’ll be back again after the next –”
Brooke pulled her hand away abruptly, leaving Taylor with all that negative space in a void. That confused, hopeful look in her eyes now also void, as she shook her head. “No.”
“No?” The hurt sliced right through her. “You don’t want to see me again, like this?”
It felt… it felt incomprehensible to her. Because ever since her arrival back in Faircombe, even when Brooke wanted to deny it, it was there. She knew it was. This had been building for months.
Brooke’s eyebrows were furrowed as her fists clenched tightly at her sides, her lips thinning into a harsh line. But she didn’t say anything.
And that hurt sliced even deeper, Taylor could feel it resonate right into her very being. Right into her soul. “Is everything between us just some little, inconsequential thing to you? Because it doesn’t feel like that to me. For me.”
She couldn’t– she just couldn’t–
“Why?” She demanded, that fire inside of her that she didn’t often feel – that she rarely ever felt when it came to her personal encounters – flaring up. But she needed this. She needed this explanation. “Tell me you don’t like this. Tell me you don’t want to spend these mornings together drinking coffee and talking about our day. Tell me you don’t like when I come over in the evening and you tell me about work or when you come home and I’ve already made us dinner, or when we go to events together. Tell me you don’t want to be together like this.”
Her breath came heavier with each sentence and she shook her head, swallowing back against the tears that built in her chest, behind her eyes. Waiting.
Brooke set her jaw and ground her teeth together, and everything in Taylor felt like it was shattering.
“Damn it, Brooke, if that’s how you feel then say it! I need to hear that from you, if that’s–”
“It’s not what I feel!” Brooke’s voice exploded from her, the fire Taylor felt in herself mirrored in Brooke’s words, as she slammed her fist into the counter next to them.
Taylor blinked, her heart beating fast and warm, even as confusion pushed in. “Then, why can’t we–”
Brooke stared at her and the hurt in her eyes overshadowed everything Taylor was feeling. “I can’t be your layover in life, Taylor.”
“My what?” The words killed her. That Brooke thought… that she believed–
“I can’t be with you for a few days or a few weeks, even, before I don’t see you again for months. You’ll be away in the world, somewhere I don’t even know–”
“It doesn’t have to be like that! We already did it! We did it before, when I went to the other towns.” This was desperation, she realized. It wasn’t what she had felt minutes ago; it was this. Taylor wasn’t too proud to beg, just because she’d never begged for anyone else in her love life. She’d beg for this. For Brooke. “We did it before and we can figure it out.”
But Brooke was shaking her head as she side-stepped Taylor. To put distance between them, she knew. And she felt it, viscerally. “Doing this in the first place…” Brooke blew out a low breath, putting her hands over her face and scrubbing them over her eyes roughly. “It was irrational and stupid – the stupidest I’ve ever been. But you’re just you, and I can’t say no to you.”
“You say no to me all of the time,” Taylor pointed out, trying desperately to bring some levity, even as her voice was so soft. So needy. But she couldn’t stand the look on Brooke’s face. That hurt, dejected look.
One that she’d never seen on Brooke before.
Brooke scoffed out a laugh and reached up to rub at her eyes again. It was only then that Taylor realized there were tears in them. “This was ridiculous for us to even try once, let alone trying to recreate it.”
Taylor whirled around, taking a step in Brooke’s direction, because how dare she say that? About the most real relationship Taylor had ever had, the most real feelings. “Tell me you don’t want to at least try this.” She repeated, quietly. Begging, for real this time. “Then tell me you don’t want to try us. Tell me, and I’ll never push for it again. Never. I’ll smile at you and talk with you and be totally normal, whenever I’m back here, every time we see each other for the rest of our lives if you tell me that right now.”
She snapped, throwing her arms in the air. “I can’t tell you that, Taylor! Of course I can’t! Because I love our mornings drinking coffee before work and seeing you in my clothes. I love coming home and having dinner with you. I love seeing you out around town, knowing that you’re here.”
“Then why–”
“Because I’ve been one step away from being in love with you for my entire life!” The words broke from Brooke at the same time her tears spilled over, her voice so raw. “Always. There’s a part of me, deep inside, that’s just been there, hanging onto everything about you. Forever.”
The words slammed into Taylor like a freight train, her knees weak with them. Her whole body feeling weak with them. She didn’t know– she didn’t know how to feel. Her heart sang with elation at the same time that the shock pounded through her.
Always? Forever?
She only realized she’d stumbled back into the counter when it dug hard into her lower back as she tried to process Brooke’s words. “No, you…” She shook her head, pushing her hands through her hair. “Brooke, you– you were always so exasperated with me. Always.”
“Yeah.” Brooke confirmed, those hazel eyes boring into Taylor’s, the emotion in them stealing her breath. Brooke buried her face in her hands as she spoke, palms rubbing at her eyes in a clear way to dispel her tears, even as she let out a mirthless laugh. “You exasperate me and you drive me nuts because you are so different from who I am. From what I want. Like I told you, before.”
She let her hands fall to her sides, giving into the tears falling down her cheeks. The tears that dug right into Taylor’s heart, so hard. “And, still, there’s this part of me, this part of me that wants you in every way, that always has since before I even understood what wanting was.”
She broke off on a choked breath, wrapping her arms around herself in a way that Taylor ached to do, herself. She wanted to wrap her arms around Brooke and hold her, with those words.
Women had told Taylor they were in love with her, before. And it always meant something to her, it did. But it had never once felt like this.
Like she was shocked and proud and wanting and aching and it filled her up, every empty space inside. Her heart pounded with it. “Brooke,” she whispered.
But Brooke rolled on, pacing in her kitchen as the words fell out. “You don’t care if you fit in wherever you go because somehow, you make room for yourself. You never hide who you are, what you want. I don’t like things that don’t fit perfectly, that aren’t stable. And you just don’t. You don’t make sense to me at all,” she echoed her words from all those weeks ago. When she’d rescued Taylor in the rain. “And you never made sense. Which is why it’s always driven me insane that I’ve felt these feelings for you!”
She hit her chest with her hands, right over her heart, turning accusing, angry, devastated eyes to Taylor. “Do you get that? All I’ve ever tried to do with these feelings is shove them away.”
All she could see was their interactions over the years. All the times she’d teased and flirted and joked and touched. Things she thought were enjoyable but ultimately innocent. She thought about all of Brooke’s scowls and the way she’d pulled back and how she’d been so wrong.
She’d thought this was their thing and that she’d gotten it wrong weeks ago, but apparently she really was totally wrong, both times.
Because Brooke was saying that she’d spent a lifetime of pulling away from her because of this.
“And I did that very well for twenty-five years, okay? Everything was fine! Everything was good! Everything was the way life is just supposed to be.” Brooke turned to look at Taylor, exasperation written all over her face, with this grievance, a blame that Taylor could tell Brooke was putting on her own shoulders. “And then you come into town and into my life in a real way, for the first time in decades, and all it took was a few months for you to–”
She broke off, pressing the back of her hand over her mouth.
“To what?” She asked, needing to know. Needing and fearing whatever Brooke was going to say, in equal measure.
She didn’t know where this fear came from or what it was rooted in. Was it in hurting Brooke? Did it stem from the fact that she now worried she’d been hurting Brooke for their entire lives? Or… was it fear for herself?
For the way her heart jumped at the words, a little too hard. With a little too much longing. So much longing, that it lodged icily in the pit of her stomach.
“To completely pull me in,” Brooke’s eyes bored into her from feet away. It felt both too far and not far enough, and Taylor didn’t– she didn’t know this feeling. “I finally know what it’s like to let myself love you. And when you leave, it’s going to fucking kill me. And I can’t do that over and over and over again, until this feeling dies a slow death. I can’t.”
Taylor, for someone that always could find the words, had none. All she had was feelings. Was the shock and confusion and thrill and elation of Brooke loving her, overwhelming her. Scaring her.
“And how can I even believe you’ll be back?” Brooke shook her head as she raked her hands through her hair, laughing emptily, almost wildly. “I’m supposed to be sitting here, in love with you and wanting you, constantly waiting, which is terrible enough. But then, how will I know that you’re really going to be back and not change your mind? When Faircombe has never been enough for you?”
Taylor felt the words like a physical blow and she rubbed over her chest, where it hurt the most.
“I won’t change my mind. I’ve never made a promise I don’t intend to keep. Especially because I– Brooke, I…” She swallowed hard, her heart pounding and she hadn’t seen this coming.
She just hadn’t. She hadn’t foreseen this blowing up and she definitely hadn’t foreseen that Brooke loved her, had always loved her. She hadn’t foreseen the tears Brooke was hastily wiping away, the way her posture looked so rigid she could shatter with one touch.
She hadn’t foreseen how much she would feel for Brooke, how strong these feelings were – stronger than anything she’d ever felt for anyone before – but she did. She had them. She just didn’t know what to do with them.
But she ached to say it, for the first time. To really say this and mean it. Even as it scared her. Even as it terrified her. Her voice shook, “Brooke, I– I think I lo–”
“Don’t,” Brooke breathed out, taking a step back when Taylor hadn’t even realized she’d taken one forward.
The word was so, so quiet, but so full of emotion and so firm, it took over the room.
“Don’t you dare say that to me and say I think before it. Don’t you dare say it and then leave. Don’t,” she repeated, her tone both pleading and final.
Taylor’s heart pounded so hard, she thought it might be cracking as her throat grew tight and her eyes welled up. Relationships didn’t do this to her, they never have. Saying goodbye wasn’t ever hard, but this was excruciating.
Because she didn’t want to have a goodbye!
“But, I can’t stay here.” Was all she could manage, her voice croaking out of her throat.
“I didn’t ask you to,” Brooke spoke so quietly, her voice cracking with emotion at the end as she clenched her shaking hands into fists and then wrapped her arms tightly around herself again. Like if she didn’t have this, if she didn’t hold herself together, then she would crumble.
Taylor stared at Brooke, at a total and utter loss. For words, for actions, for anything.
How had this happened tonight? How had Taylor for the first time ever wanting more turned into feeling emptier than… ever? More scared than ever?
Scared she was losing something amazing here, but also scared that she was losing it because Brooke was asking for more than she could possibly give.
“What do I… Brooke, what do we do?” She whispered, feeling so lost. Like she really needed direction.
“You’re going to do what you do best. Be safe, in Antarctica,” Brooke turned and walked stiffly out of the room after she choked on the words, and Spoon hopped off a chair, following her.
It only occurred to her as she emerged from the path from Brooke’s house into Town Square, what Brooke meant.
It only occurred to her, as she stood on the edge of town with tears blurring her vision and her heart at her feet, as she stared out and saw restaurants closing down, a few teenagers hanging out on the grass, and Pam from her Wednesday morning yoga, waving at her – do what you do best.
Leave.
Because that was exactly what she needed to do. Brooke was right.
She hadn’t felt like it in months, not really. She’d been too busy for the last few months for Faircombe to really feel like it was stifling her.
But she could feel it, now. It was too small, it was too much, and it was closing in on her.
She needed out. Now. She’d fulfilled her promise to Savannah, to stay until everyone knew about her pregnancy, and she’d done more; she’d reconnected with Ben and made peace with demons she’d not even realized she held onto. She was ready. 
Luckily for Taylor, she knew exactly how to disappear.



Chapter Nineteen
 
Everything in Brooke’s life was normal again.
Taylor had been gone for almost two weeks.
And everything was totally and utterly normal without her. Everything in life was the same as it always was.
Work was busy but rewarding and dealing with Kevin was… dealing with Kevin. There was no Taylor coming in during the days or texting her, no Taylor waiting back at her house.
Her cats were cuddly, chirpy, and crazy – in that order. Gremlin still didn’t behave for her or act sweetly for her, like she did for Taylor.
Christmas came and went four days ago, as it always did, and she’d exchanged gifts with the Vandenburg’s, as she always did. Maybe there was a little – huge – elephant in the room, an absence that was more pronounced now than it had been in decades since Taylor had last left. Maybe Brooke couldn’t stand it and left early to go volunteer at the food bank for a longer shift, more than her usual one in the evening.
She went to Sunday dinner and there was no one sitting next to her, running her hand up and down Brooke’s back or thigh, making nearly inappropriate jokes.
She got the updates and gossip from around town every day, but didn’t hear anything about Taylor’s yoga classes or any little stories about her. Nope. The only story she’d heard about Taylor in the last twelve days was the day after their breakup–
She clenched her jaw tightly. Not a breakup. She had refused to ever label what they are as anything more than casual, even in her own mind. Because she was dead right in everything she’d said to Taylor, they’d never be anything more.
Everything was… normal.
Life without Taylor in Faircombe was normal. She had to remind herself of that. And she would keep reminding herself of that fact until her brain would reset and feel normal.
It had to happen soon, right?
Brooke rolled her neck on tense shoulders – so fucking tense, especially now that there was no one who would teasingly – seductively – yet somehow also expertly rub them for a quick minute or two.
She sucked in a deep breath through her nose before she released it through clenched teeth as she grunted and pulled out the heavy crib base from the box it came in.
It was a Friday afternoon and on most days, she would have still been at work right now. She would have been at work right now, if Marisa hadn’t kicked her out of her own office!
No, Marisa didn’t technically have that power; she was the assistant and Brooke was the boss.
But…
When Brooke ended up snapping and losing her temper outwardly at Kevin and then throwing her stapler at her door when he’d left – well, maybe Marisa wasn’t wrong in telling her to leave. She could admit that.
Not that Kevin wasn’t being a total jackass. The vote was coming up in only a few weeks, and they were having a public city council meeting about it, which he was rallying for and ugh.
“Uh, boss? Brooke?” Marisa had stuck her head in, looking concerned.
“Yes, Marisa?” Brooke sighed out, rubbing her fingers over her eyes so she could avoid the gaze of her assistant.
Marisa had been quiet for a few long seconds, long enough that Brooke straightened her shoulders and aimed an impatient look her way.
Marisa had shuffled on her feet, looking uncharacteristically uncertain as she’d cleared her throat. “Just… thought… maybe you’d want to take a half day? There’s really nothing else on for the afternoon, right, and I’ll stay to field your calls or anything that comes up.”
Brooke had opened her mouth to disagree. Before she’d looked at her laptop that she’d snapped closed right before Kevin had come in. And then she’d reluctantly agreed.
Maybe she should get out.
Maybe it was for the best. It was blasphemy, really, but she was burning such a short fuse, she thought it might be for the best.
But – Brooke didn’t take half days. She didn’t take unnecessary time off, because she didn’t have anything else to do with herself. Maybe, if this was a different day, she would have gone back home.
But she couldn’t go back home, because Taylor was all over her home. Taylor was in the den, wrapped up in a blanket and seeking comfort. She was sitting on various floors, playing with the cats. She was in the kitchen, cooking dinner. She was in Brooke’s bed, all over it.
And so, she’d come here. Because she knew that Savannah had gotten in a ton of furniture for the baby that she wanted to start setting up soon. Thus…
She grunted again, propping up the side of the crib against the wall. A giant, mahogany crib. One that Taylor had picked out. Of course. Because she was everywhere.
“Hey, Brooke! I see you have really utilized your key,” Savannah commented from the doorway.
Brooke sent her a questioning look. “I asked if it was okay before I came over.”
She’d texted Savannah on her way to her apartment. She knew she did.
Savannah nodded quickly. “No, yeah, you did. Right. But, I hadn’t expected for you to set up… everything.”
Brooke surveilled the room, feeling pretty proud.
It did look good, if she did say so herself. She’d opened the door and been a little horrified at the state of things. Savannah seemed to have just thrown everything she had received for the baby – which, after the party in Town Square, was quite a bit of stuff – into the room.
Okay, fine, it was a little organized, maybe.
But Brooke had taken it up a notch. She’d built the changing table, which matched the crib. She’d built the bookshelves that Ben had bought, and had lined them with the baby books that Savannah had accumulated so far, as well. By author last name, of course.
She’d arranged all of the clothing and the diapers and toys and all of the other various items according to purpose, and organized them all in the closet.
And now, the crib.
“I mean, you aren’t stuck with it like this, obviously. You can rearrange it however you like. And by that, I mean, Ben or I can.”
“Right. Yeah. Okay. I mean, everything you’ve done is amazing, Brooke, seriously. Thank you,” Savannah gave her a trademark bright smile, that looked a bit too bright to be actually trademark for Savannah.
She pretended she didn’t notice it.
The same way she pretended she didn’t notice any of the looks she’d been given by Ben and Savannah for the last twelve days.
Savannah stood in the doorway, clasping her fingers over each other and then re-clasping, before she slid them over her now-obvious baby bump, as she cleared her throat but didn’t say anything.
Brooke arched an eyebrow at her. “Do you want me out of your hair or something? I can go. I just had the afternoon free, so…”
Savannah quickly shook her head. “No! No, I appreciate it, really. I just,” she cleared her throat again, “I’m going to grab a snack. You want anything?”
“No, thanks.” She turned to pull out the final parts of the crib as Savannah left the doorway. Savannah’s apartment that she’d gotten after her divorce a few years ago was cute. She’d had this little study that she was refurbishing into the baby’s room, and it was really starting to take shape now.
After she’d let Taylor help her pick out the color for the walls and clear out much of the junk that had been originally in here.
Taylor had bought this very crib, Brooke thought, as she stared at the pieces she had arranged, all standing up and leaning against the wall. She’d bought it for her little incoming niece or nephew and was gone before it was time to fucking set it up.
“But that’s fine. I’ll do it myself,” Brooke muttered under her breath. “Because that’s normal.”
It was a beautiful crib, she could see that. She already knew it was, because she’d been with Taylor when she’d picked it out at the store. She’d been there to see the way Taylor’s eyes had softened like melted wax as she’d run her fingers over the side of the crib, the way her voice had gotten all sweet as she’d said, “Savannah would love this.”
And the way her Southern drawl had come back, really come back, after the way it had dulled in the decades since she’d left Faircombe had given Brooke such an intense pleasure, she’d bought right into whatever that voice had said.
But, you know. Savannah did love it, so, there was that.
It was all fine. Brooke was fine.
She aligned two of the pieces, obsessively checking to make sure they were straight, before she started to hammer in one of the nails.
I’ll think of this, when I’m in Antarctica, Taylor’s words played unbidden in her mind, the way they had for the last two weeks. I can think of this and feel warm.
Brooke hammered harder. Because while Taylor would think of her while she was in Antarctica and those thoughts kept her warm, Brooke felt Taylor’s absence everywhere and it left her freezing cold.
It doesn’t have to be like that, though. I want to see you again. More. Like this. She hammered harder, grunting with the effort.
As if there was any other way for them to ever be. Because Brooke had told the truth; doing this again with Taylor would wreck her. Doing this, month after month, while Brooke fell harder and deeper for Taylor, the way she knew she would, while Taylor flitted around the world until doing this and coming back to Faircombe got old to her?
She barely felt like she was keeping it together now; that would… it would destroy Brooke. It would tear her apart inside, every single time. And the thing was, she knew herself well enough that if she got in that deeply with Taylor, to the point that she agreed to be with her, she’d stick with it until it ate her up inside and Taylor was done with her.
It was the only lie she’d really told that night. That eventually, the love she had for Taylor would die a slow death. Because the truth was, it hadn’t died in the thirty years Brooke had spent letting it ever see the light of day.
Because when Brooke committed, she committed. She’d committed to Scarlet and even though she’d loved Scarlet – they’d been together for almost five years, after all – it didn’t compare for the way she felt for Taylor.
“Brooke, I– I think I lo–” She hammered so hard, she was afraid she was going to splinter the wood, and she dropped the hammer to the ground with a loud thunk.
How dare Taylor? How fucking dare she? How dare she tell Brooke she thought she loved her, after Brooke told her the deepest, most vulnerable truth she had inside.
Brooke hated that her heart wanted the words. She hated that she wanted to eat the words up and swallow them to make herself whole.
Because I’ve been one step away from being in love with you for my entire life. She was pissed at herself. She was so fucking angry with herself, and she could feel it boiling inside as she reached for a wrench and started twisting in screws.
What was wrong with her? She twisted harder.
Using words like always and forever even accidentally, to Taylor, the queen of right now.
And to cap it all off, Taylor had been gone the next damn day. The very next day. She’d done what she did best, and the worst part of it all, was that Brooke knew this was what would happen.
If there was ever anything that confirmed to her that she was right about not allowing anything to happen between them, that was it. Because Taylor wouldn’t ever stick around when things got a little tough.
She only had her goddamn self to blame. She’d been doing so well at keeping things light and “for now” instead of her default setting of “for good” until that night.
But Taylor just… talking about trying. Wanting to try.
She tightened one of the screws hard enough that the wrench dug sharply into her fingers, unable to be turned any tighter, and she released it with a hiss.
“That might be a sign that you need to take a breather,” Ben commented from the doorway.
She aimed an eyeroll his way. “The crib is only half put together. I can’t stop in the middle of setting it up.”
She could see Savannah and Ben both out of the corner of her eye, even as she shook her head and pulled the wrench out to start in another spot.
None of the Vandenberg family was particularly subtle, they never had been. None of them really had the wherewithal to hide what they were thinking, always showing it so easily in their body language, in their face.
She could see it now, peripherally. As Savannah tilted her head toward Brooke and made a gesture to Ben that read “do something!” before she walked away.
She rolled her eyes; as if she wasn’t right here. In the same fucking room. Come on, now.
Ben pushed himself off the doorway and idled closer, bending down to pick up the instructions that she’d given a once-over. He pretended to examine them as he hummed under his breath. “So… what’s the operation happening here?”
“I think it’s pretty obvious,” she muttered, twisting the wrench harder to secure the screw.
Ben swatted her with the instructions. “Okay, yes, I see that you are setting up our future niece or nephew’s room. I’m just wondering how you’ve already had the time to do so when you shouldn’t even have left work until about a half hour ago, as per your schedule.”
Brooke cleared her throat, dodging the subject of the stapler being thrown. “Well, Savannah’s pregnant and shouldn’t be setting up heavy furniture.”
Ben nodded slowly, circling where he stood to look at everything she’d done. “Yes, this is… true. It just also, you know, seems like we have three or four more months before taking time off from work to set this up would become necessary. The peanut isn’t due until May.”
Peanut. Taylor’s annoyingly cute moniker for the baby had caught on to even Ben, and hearing the word from her best friend felt like a little splinter to the heart.
She ducked her head and swallowed hard, gritting her teeth against the ache of the reminder.
Much like the Vandenberg bunch not being very subtle, they also didn’t often miss a thing. She knew he saw her flinch.
“You can never be too early with this stuff. Savannah needs time to… nest or whatever,” she muttered. 
“So, you being here today doesn’t have anything to do with throwing a stapler at your door?” He asked, sliding his hands into his back pockets.
Brooke whipped her head up and stared at him in surprise. “What?”
How that that gotten out?!
He quickly lifted a hand to pacify her. “No one knows except us. Marisa went to the bakery after she finished up work and mentioned to Savannah that you maybe needed a check-in today. And well, you came here, so you made our job even easier.” He offered her that charming lopsided smile.
Of course Marisa went running to Savannah.
“She’s worried about you,” Ben offered quietly, stepping closer to her. Brooke froze in place as he reached out and took the wrench from her hand. “We all are.”
“Well, you have nothing to worry about,” she was quick and firm to assure him.
Fine, maybe she was hurting. But Brooke had been hurt a lot in life; she would stick it out.
Silence stretched between them far longer than it usually did as Ben searched her eyes with his own and finally asked, “Should we talk about Taylor?”
Brooke automatically curled in on herself, crossing her arms over her chest, as she scowled. “No. Why would we?”
He gave her the most incredulous look, her shoulders drew up even tenser.
Fuck, she was so tense in the last few days, she really did think she might just break if something hit her hard enough. Maybe part of her muscles was turning to stone.
She sighed and tried to release some of that tension. It didn’t really work, but… still. “Look, we both know I had…” she opened and closed her mouth twice, trying to figure out what to say about her relationship with Taylor to Ben. To explain it in a way that didn’t give away everything she had. “That Taylor and I were, like, sleeping together.”
Ben nodded, watching her carefully. Gently. “It wasn’t that much of a secret,” he offered with a small, encouraging smile. “But I haven’t mentioned anything and neither has Savannah, since Taylor has left.”
“But it was nothing. So, it’s fine,” Brooke could feel her ears heat up in a blush, and she scowled, realizing that she’d never really had to lie to Ben before, about anything. It was only in that moment that it occurred to her, that in a friendship that spanned thirty-five years, total honesty was what they were lucky enough to have always had.
“Brooke…”
She shook her head and grabbed for the wrench, which Ben pulled back out of reach.
“Brooke! Come on, talk to me. Tell me about how you feel, about Taylor being gone. Because this isn’t like you and I’m worried. This has… it’s never been like you, even with past relationships.”
She knew he was voicing what was on more than only his mind. Or Savannah’s. Or Marisa’s. It was something she knew had to be on the mind of many; that when her relationship with Scarlet had ended, it hadn’t affected her like this. Not nearly this bad.
Had she cried over it? Yes. Had it made her feel a bit sad and a bit alone and worried about her future? That she might really end up like her mother, sad and alone and angry? Of course.
But it hadn’t affected her day-to-day life, and she had been able to accept it. Because at the end of the day, they weren’t right for one another. Scarlet had easily gotten frustrated with things about Brooke that she couldn’t – or maybe wouldn’t – change. And she’d been frustrated that Scarlet couldn’t accept her for who she was. 
“Taylor is barely ever here as it is; why should that affect me?” She shot back, feeling the words twist in her stomach.
She didn’t know how she expected Ben to react. But she definitely didn’t expect the way he tilted his head and gave her a look so full of sympathy, as he said, “Is this the part that I should continue to pretend you haven’t had feelings for Taylor for… ever?”
Surprise slammed through her and her arms fell lifelessly to her sides as she asked, “You – you knew?”
It was all she could say. Embarrassment and shock and this fucking choking sadness that she couldn’t shake, gripped her as she stared.
Ben shrugged, watching her with careful eyes, as he placed the wrench with the other supplies on the floor. “Ah, yeah. Since we were,” he scrunched up his forehead in thought. “Thirteen?”
“Thirteen?!” Brooke’s mouth dropped open as she spluttered, “And – but – why didn’t you ever say anything?”
Shit. That was long before she ever came out, before she’d even given a name to what she felt for Taylor.
“I didn’t think you wanted me to!” He held his hands up in defense. “Was I wrong?”
Reluctantly, she dipped her head in acknowledgement. “Fine. Admittedly, you… aren’t totally wrong.” She shot Ben another furtive look, holding herself up so tight, she wouldn’t be surprised if her bones started creaking. “Okay, just tell me – how did you know?”
Ben was quiet for a few long moments, his eyes searching her face, before he finally spoke, “There’s always been something different about you whenever Taylor’s around. A… lightness, maybe.”
She didn’t know why that made the tears crop up into her eyes. She didn’t know why hearing the description from someone else of what she felt inside when she was around Taylor grabbed her heart and twisted it around.
“That’s just Taylor, though. What she does. To everyone around her,” she managed to get out, her voice rough with emotion.
The second the words escaped her, she regretted it. For multiple reasons: for giving a voice to the things she felt for Taylor, what she believed Taylor was capable of without even trying, to another human being for the first time in her entire life, but mostly for the look Ben gave her at the words.
An innate understanding of just how long those words had resonated inside of her, mixed with a sympathy that was so strong, because it came from the purest kind of love.
She squeezed her eyes closed, trying to ward off the tears that she’d refused to let fall since the night Taylor had left.  “I’m so going to regret asking this, but – does everyone know?”
Ben gave her a small, soft smile, shaking his head. “Oh, because you’re such an open book? Come on, now.” He reached out and touched her tightly crossed arms. “I only know ’cuz I know you so damn well.”
“I don’t need Taylor. To be happy,” she rushed out, wanting so badly to explain away this feeling twisting inside of her. Wanting so badly for Ben not to look at her like that, all sad, sympathetic eyes.
Wanting to explain that…
That Taylor had always been a factor in her life, and she was well-used to her being anywhere but here, that it wasn’t like Brooke felt like she needed Taylor’s presence to be happy. She was happy with her life. Maybe not every single day was she radiating sunshine out of her ass, crazy kind of happy.
But she loved her job, her cats, her town, her lifelong friends that had become her family… her life wasn’t a miserable place. And she was sure she’d be happy, still, without Taylor.
She was sure of it.
Ben only angled his head, giving her a questioning look.
“I like my life, as it is. I do.” She insisted, and it was the truth. It just also… wasn’t the whole truth. “But I… but with Taylor, it’s like the magnitude of everything gets turned up. It’s all sharper and brighter.”
The words fell out of her, and with it, the spring of tears behind her eyes that she’d been so fucking successful at keeping in. So successful.
It hurt to keep it all back, and she clenched her fists, taking in gulps of breath that burned her throat, and she couldn’t stop. The words kept coming –
“She annoys me, she pushes me, she laughs at me when I’m moody. It’s like she toes this line that we both know is invisibly there, that I do not want to cross. But at the same time, she knows exactly how far to go to make my heart pound, but knows just enough to never tip me over into the other side.”
Ben’s arms were around her as soon as she finished speaking and she didn’t even realize she’d let those tears finally spill over with the aching in her chest, until she rubbed her cheek against his shoulder and felt that the fabric of his shirt was wet.
And she couldn’t stop. She hated it, hated that she felt this way, hated that she couldn’t hold it in. 
“I’m sorry,” she whispered through the tears.
“Shut up,” he murmured, affectionately, as he stroked her back.
And with the touch, she dissolved as much as she could against him, just enough tension leaking out of her that she wouldn’t break.
She cried as she couldn’t say aloud that with Taylor she felt alive. It wasn’t about being happy or wanting to change the life she loved. It was about the way she experienced that life.
And with Taylor gone, nothing was in bright, screaming color anymore.
Nope. It was all… distressingly normal.



Chapter Twenty
 
Hey, all!
It’s been a while since I’ve posted an update; longer than is typical for me, that’s for certain.
A time we’ve all been waiting for is among us – Antarctica!
You know I don’t usually have strict itineraries that I follow, but given how structured this kind of trip is, I have one for the next month –
Taylor closed her tired eyes tightly, letting her head fall back against the wall as all she could think about with the mention of itineraries, was the one Brooke had given her two months ago, for her trip to explore the Southern cities.
Shaking her head at herself, she took a deep breath and looked back at the laptop she had balanced on her knees as she sat in the San Diego airport.
She’d been trying to write this update – any good, engaging update, really – for the last three weeks.
But nothing felt… right.
It was an entirely new and terrible feeling. Taylor had never once had any trouble in engaging with her followers, in writing about her thoughts, her feelings, whatever she was experiencing.
But she’d been blocked for weeks. Ever since she’d left. 
She could so easily see the night she’d packed and left home – left Faircombe, she frowned as she internally corrected herself.
She’d returned to Ben’s house that night and felt so frantic. So unbelievably frantic, as she’d packed. Like the longer she spent there, the very minutes she spent in Faircombe were minutes that everything was closing in on her.
Brooke’s confession. Taylor’s strong and unrestrained feelings for Brooke, that thrilled her, that she wanted more of, that she didn’t know how to reconcile with the life she’d built. That she couldn’t reconcile how to deal with the realization that Brooke didn’t want her the way she was.
“Hey, what’s going on?” Ben had asked from the doorway, with Jo peeking over his shoulder from the hallway.  
“I have to go,” the words had croaked out of her throat, her hands shaking.
“What?” Ben had asked, incredulous. “You – your schedule says you aren’t supposed to go for another week, what are you talking about?”
“I thought you were staying until Christmas?” Jo had interjected, pushing her way into the room.
“I’m sorry,” it was all she could offer. “I have to go,” she’d repeated, stuffing her things in her suitcase. Completely against her expert packing plans.
She hadn’t been able to really explain herself to them. Or to Savannah, who’d driven her to the airport an hour later. Not because she didn’t want to.
But because for the first time in her entire life, she couldn’t make sense of all of her feelings, either. Even in her most unhappy or confused times in her life – which she really hadn’t had much of, as an adult – she had always known herself well enough that she could pinpoint those feelings and talk about them. With herself, with others.
On her blog, through writing.
She hadn’t even had a place picked out before she’d gotten to the airport. Instead, she’d arrived and purchased a ticket for the first place that appealed to her. Kauai, it was. Taylor, overall, loved Hawaii. She loved the beauty, the tranquility she could find there. It sounded like exactly what she’d needed.
And it had been beautiful. It had been tranquil.
But it hadn’t been what she’d needed.
She’d managed to take a few photos that were – passable. She’d managed a vlog and a written piece that were – fine. But nothing felt inspired.
Because she felt hurt and confused and messy inside, and it reflected in everything she did. Because Taylor put herself into everything she did, but what did she put into her work, when she felt so… empty?
So lost?
For someone without a true home, she’d never once felt lost in her life. Until now.  
Just the thought of home made her chest ache. The same way it had for the last nineteen days.
Home was such an interesting concept to Taylor. Because… well, she didn’t think of places as home.
But airports in the last couple decades had become what she’d think of as her second home, if she was to call anything home.
Taylor knew she was a rare breed, but she’d always loved airports. She loved the sense of being totally lost in time; major airports didn’t know night or day, they operated just the same at all hours. Whether people were traveling for leisure or business or family or anything, they were all here, they were all tied together in this odd place.
There were times Taylor had to hang out in airports for hours upon hours. There had been delayed flights that had demanded Taylor have layovers that lasted for over a day, and she was always in them by herself.
And she’d never minded these times. She could always pick a little corner and set up shop – get something to eat, maintain her website, write a blog, people-watch. Airports were sort of her thing.
For such a social person, being by herself was also her sort of thing.
She’d never really realized that, but the thought hit her like a punch right to the heart, burrowing in there, as she stared at the groups of people milling around her. Walking with friends, sitting with families, leaning comfortably against partners.
Before she let herself think about it, she took her phone out and called Savannah. It might only be seven in the morning here, but it would be ten – just after the bakery’s rush hour – back in Tennessee.
“Taylor?” Savannah picked up.
“Who else would be calling from my phone?” She attempted levity, but even she could hear her voice lacked its usual verve.
Her sister hummed under her breath before she spoke slowly, “I mean, no one. But… we talked yesterday? Are you okay?”
Taylor bit her lip, nodding even though Savannah couldn’t see her. They had spoken the day before. And a handful of times more than was normal in the last few weeks. It was – Taylor didn’t know how to voice that she wanted the contact of the familiar. Something she’d never craved before, never needed.
But she wanted it, now.
“Yeah, I just wanted to check in. See how everything’s going before my flight.”
“… okay. Well, it’s going, for sure.” Savannah’s tone was shorter than normal, that was also for sure.
Taylor scrunched her eyebrows in confusion and looked out the window of the airport, staring at the planes outside. “Good. That’s good.” A weird silence fell between them for a few beats, one that normally wasn’t ever there.
It made the feeling in her stomach, the one that threatened to make her feel sick already, twist even harder.
“So, you’re at the airport, then? To go to Argentina?” Savannah asked, followed by a sigh.
“I am,” she confirmed. Her flight to Argentina would land tonight and then in two days, she’d be going to Antarctica. Her final continent. “Adventure awaits.”
She picked at a thread on her jeans, before she pulled her knees up to her chest to cuddle into herself.
“Mhmm,” Savannah hummed, and left it at that.
“Are you mad or something? At me?” Taylor couldn’t quite wrap her mind around it. But clearly something was going on.
Sure, there had been maybe a handful of times where Savannah was sometimes slightly annoyed at her through the years, but it didn’t sound like this. Never like this. And it was the last thing she felt her frayed nerves could handle.
She heard Savannah take in a deep breath before slowly releasing it. “You know, Taylor? I kind of am.”
Shocked, Taylor scrambled to think of what she could have done. “But… I haven’t done anything out of the ordinary. What did I do?!”
“You left!” The words exploded from Savannah and she could hear a clatter in the background. She’d spent enough time at the bakery in the last few months to be able to perfectly picture the stool Savannah was likely sitting on when she’d called.
And imagine the way it fell to the floor as Savannah angrily pushed herself up.
Confusion gripped her, along with this feeling that she was drowning. Savannah was what kept her anchored, and if she didn’t have her support, then… what did she have right now? “But, why?” She whispered, feeling her throat tighten. “Why? I came to Faircombe for you,” she sent back, more heatedly than she usually ever got with Savannah.
Before Savannah could say anything, the words rushed out of her, “I went back home for you, for months! I didn’t want to, but I did it because I love you. You wanted me to stay until you told everyone the news and I did. And for weeks after!”
“Why?” Savannah demanded. “If you were only here for me, then why did you stay for weeks after I asked you to be here?”
Taylor’s mouth snapped shut as Brooke’s face immediately popped into her mind, the forefront of all things.
That happened, now. A lot.
It happened when she was in Hawaii, and she thought about the relaxed island vibes and how Brooke would give a little eyeroll at it. She thought about how Brooke would look, sitting on the sand. How she’d totally wear a one-piece, one of those classic-looking ones, Taylor thought, that tied behind her neck.
And she imagined Brooke would also wear a hat, a cute, big hat, to protect her relatively fair skin from the sun.
And then her heart had hurt because she thought about how Brooke would never take a Hawaiian vacation with her. How Brooke wouldn’t want to be there for Taylor at the end of hers, either.
A layover in her life.
God, it fucking hurt. Those words hurt, maybe more than anything. That Brooke thought that was what she was to Taylor. That she could ever believe that’s how Taylor would think of her, when in reality, Brooke was the only person Taylor had ever been with that was the furthest thing from a layover to the next destination.
“Yeah. Exactly,” Savannah was quieter now, but with no less heat in her tone.
“I told her I would come back, between trips. And she didn’t believe me,” the words tripped right out in a pained whisper.
“I mean… do you blame her? You had one bad night and you left that night,” Savannah pointed out, before she groaned. “Honestly, I don’t want to talk about you and Brooke. It’s – Ben and I agreed, that we just shouldn’t, and I should stick to that.”
“How is she?” Taylor couldn’t help but ask, her desperation bleeding into her tone.
She’d never wondered so much about someone as she did about Brooke. She’d never thought so much about someone when she wasn’t with them, but it was near constant. And it wasn’t going away.
She’d tentatively emailed Brooke, last week, about the list. She’d kept it professional, but she just – she wanted to drop a line. Open up something between them because she was so hungry for it.
She got a perfunctory email from Marisa back.
It… hurt.
A lot.
“Taylor! No,” Savannah said, firmly. “I love you both, and I’m…”
“Mad at me,” she finished, feeling so low, and so – out of place. She didn’t know how to describe it any more than that. But like she didn’t belong… anywhere, right now.
Savannah sighed but didn’t disagree.
“She didn’t want it, anyway. What I have to offer her,” Taylor murmured, resting her forehead against her knees and closing her eyes tightly.
As if it would help ward off the repetitions of always. I’ve wanted you since before I knew what wanting was. Forever.
“I think maybe I should go,” Savannah eventually muttered into the phone, and Taylor could hear her pull up the stool. Her voice softened a bit, “You take your flight to recalibrate, and I’ll take the night, and we’ll push past it.”
She could hear the goodbye in Savannah’s tone and it gripped her with a chokehold that she’d never felt before. “No! Please,” she begged, suddenly too distressed at the idea of being left with only her own thoughts again.
It was why she’d called Savannah in the first place. She felt so – alone.
“I know you’re mad at me. I get it.” She took a deep breath, letting the tears that collected in her eyes started to leak out. “But can you talk to me? About anything. Anything. Please. Don’t go yet.”
She didn’t recognize this part of herself. She’d never met this part of Taylor Vandenberg, but suddenly, she was so prominent, it was all Taylor knew at this moment.
Savannah sounded almost as surprised as Taylor was at her outburst. “Okay? Okay, I won’t go.” She was quiet for a few beats and Taylor could hear her shift around, before she let out a deep breath. “Well, I just finished decorating the cake for Mrs. Hibbard’s husbands’ retirement party. Let me tell you, the amount of times that woman has stopped over here to check on that thing in the last week!”
And Taylor listened. Nestled between a window and a wall in the San Diego airport, she listened to her sister speak nonstop for thirty-one minutes.
About everything that popped into her head.
About Jo’s Christmas choir performance. About the gossip she’d heard around town. About Ben’s reluctance to sign up for a dating app and subsequent attempt last weekend at his first first-date in fifteen years.
About anything except for Brooke, and she was entirely unsure if that was a good or a bad thing.
And Taylor ached with it all. She could see it happening, right in front of her eyes, visualize it all in a way that was so real, rather than the vague imaginings that it had been for the past twenty years.
Her tears fell freely down her cheeks with the pain in her chest, as she sat with her eyes squeezed tightly closed, her head leaned back against the wall.
She couldn’t control the way the sound of her cries finally broke from her lips, and then she tried to muffle herself with the back of her hand.
But Savannah had already cut herself off. “Taylor, what is going on?” The alarm in her voice was palpable.
“I’m…” she sniffled and trailed off, biting her lip, hard. How did she explain this out loud?
How did she explain to her sister, her best friend, that for the first time in her life, she missed her? That she’d never missed anyone in her life, not even when she’d left home for the first time. Not even when she’d been nineteen, exploring the world with only a couple hundred dollars to her name, away from her family for the first time… and she hadn’t been lonely or confused, either.
How did she explain that the last few weeks had been a steep learning curve when it came to missing? That she felt so, so deeply the ache of longing for home that Taylor had heard of but had never personally understood.
That she’d thought she was meant to never feel? That this signified she’d made the right choices in her life, but now she questioned herself in a way that she never had? Not once.
She’d never been afraid that her life was a mistake, that her choices were the wrong ones. Because they’d felt so right.
But now she was; she was afraid. She felt this kernel of fear in her stomach that sat so heavily on top of everything else, Taylor didn’t know what to do with it.
She was afraid that she’d made the wrong choice by leaving Brooke, but more than that, she was afraid of what would happen if she did what she could only admit in the dark of night, to herself, what she wanted.
Which… was to not leave Brooke at all. It was so fucking scary to hear Brooke say words like love and always and forever and that it didn’t make her panic. That it made her want more.
It was so crazy to really think about how Faircombe hadn’t felt scary or stifling before that night, not in months. It was so insane to truly realize that she’d felt settled here, for the first time in decades. That she’d felt settled in any one place, for the first time, and that it was Faircombe.
But it was the truth.
That was the definition of insanity to Taylor, and it was absolutely terrifying. It was so fucking scary.
But it was everything.
It was reconnecting with Ben, it was going to see Jo in set her history projects up, it was being with Savannah and being involved in every step of the process with her future niece/nephew/Peanut, it was even reconciling her past with Taylor Trouble and for the first time in such a long time – maybe ever – enjoying these town events with total abandon.
It was everything…
But mostly, it was Brooke.
It was the exhilarated triumph she got when Brooke opened up to her, trusted her. It was the rush that went through her body every time they stood close to one another or even when she wore Brooke’s clothing.
It was the craving that had taken such a strong hold in her core, with the sheer want to be close to Brooke.
It was the way she looked when she came, wild and free in a way Brooke rarely ever was, but that she showed to Taylor.
It was the way she grunted in the morning – all grumpy – as she slid Taylor a coffee, because even at her grumpiest, she was thoughtful in a way Brooke would never describe herself as.
It was the way she pushed herself to open up to Taylor, to play Taylor’s little games and indulge her. The way she looked at Taylor when she did so. The way she looked at her, always.
It was how settling in with Brooke felt like it was settling into Faircombe as if it was home again. A home she didn’t feel the desire to get out of.
It was how she’d fallen in love with Brooke. Really, really fallen. Not like a time in the past, where she felt infatuated and happy for now, but was still looking for the next place to go. It was how Brooke knew Taylor for everything she was, her whole life, and wanted all of the little pieces of her that Taylor had never given to anyone else. And how Taylor just wanted to keep giving Brooke those pieces. Every piece.
It was how Taylor realized that maybe she wanted to stay for the first time in her fucking life and how she didn’t know how to do that. She didn’t have a frame of reference for that.
“Good afternoon passengers,” the flight attendant’s voice rang out over the intercom in the terminal. “This is the pre-boarding announcement for flight 89C to Buenos Aires.”
She realized she still hadn’t said anything to Savannah. None of her thoughts or her fears or anything had made it past her lips. Neither had any reassurance that she was fine, because she couldn’t lie like that. Especially not while she still had tear tracks down her face and her heart pounded double-time in her chest.
“I guess you have to go?” Savannah asked gently.
Taylor nodded, and opened her mouth to confirm, but the words lodged in her throat.
“I’ll… I’ll let you go, but I hate hanging up when you’re so upset,” Savannah began. “You should know, I’m not mad at you, not really.”
“No?” She managed to squeeze out of her throat, while it felt so tight.
“The thing is – okay, the thing is that even though I’ve wanted you around more over the years, I’ve never been mad or upset whenever you chose not to be here, before, because… because I knew you believed in what you were doing. That you always felt like you were running toward a dream by conquering the globe. But it doesn’t feel like you’re my fearless big sister, chasing her dreams this time.”
No. No, it didn’t feel like that to Taylor, either. 
“This time, it just feels like you’re running away.”
“I…” Was all she could get out.
The boarding calls started again and Savannah sighed heartily. “I love you, Taylor. No matter what, okay? And I’ll see you whenever you come back.”
“I love you, too.” There was more feeling in those words than there ever had been before. Which said a lot, because she’d always loved Savannah so much.
As soon as they disconnected the call, Taylor let her head fall back again, practicing her breathing techniques to get a hold of herself.
It took long, long moments, before she was able to push herself to stand and gather her belongings – she’d had to stop back in California to get her gear out of storage for Antarctica, and her suitcase was packed to the brim with everything she’d need for the cold.
She’d told Brooke that she could think of holding her and be warm. She knew, now, that it had been a lie. It hadn’t been at the time. But she knew now that thinking of Brooke when she didn’t have Brooke didn’t bring her the warmth of love or spark of humor or amusement.
It didn’t even bring her the enjoyment she’d gotten before the last few months. Where she would think of Brooke every so often – and… she had, she realized. She did think of Brooke, whenever she was away. Regularly. Fondly. Affectionately. Never to this current magnitude, but she’d always been with her.
Maybe that’s why she’d always considered them friends, even if they didn’t talk. Because she’d never been without her.
But that’s what she felt like now. She felt like she was truly without her.
With a deep breath, she wheeled everything over to the main area of the terminal. Her class was boarding, she realized, having memorized her ticket without taking it out of her back pocket. It was a trained skill at this point.
“You’re afraid of Faircombe,” Brooke’s words from all those weeks ago replayed in her head.
Taylor stared at the doors to board the plane, where people were filtering through in a line. And her feet refused to move. They just wouldn’t do it.
Buenos Aires… meant Antarctica. And Antarctica meant a month long trip. And after Antarctica, it was supposed to be months in New Zealand. The tickets were purchased.
But she couldn’t move.
Because Savannah had been right. No matter how much she’d been looking forward to this or how long she’d planned it, Antarctica wasn’t an adventure into the future. It was an escape from her real life.
The one that was in Faircombe.



Chapter Twenty-One
 
“But, will we have any control over what stores open in the mall?” Mr. Morton, who had owned and operated Faircombe Floristry since he’d opened it thirty-one years ago, asked from the front row in the city hall auditorium. “I’m not opposed to the mall, if we can have a say in what goes in it.”
There were several nods in the audience, and Brooke resisted the urge to drop her head into her hands from where she sat at the conference table with the councilors and Kevin, on the front dais at the open council meeting. This had been going on for over an hour.
“Well,” and of course, Kevin spoke. He’d spear-headed this whole thing to garner public interest, so, it really wasn’t a surprise. “It’s unlikely that another florist will be opening, so –”
Brooke ran a tired hand over her eye, rubbing hard in attempt to keep a migraine at bay. She was more than grateful when Anna-Lynne cleared her throat and spoke, “Actually, no. We will not have any say in what stores open in the mall, if they have all of their permits in order.”
She gave her a grateful look and got an eyeroll in Kevin’s direction in return from the other woman. Brooke had been the one running interference and answering honest questions for most of the last hour and twenty-seven minutes, and she was so fucking done.
They’d been very clear with the Faircombe citizens who had decided to come to the open town hall tonight about the pros and cons of both the mall and the college. Minten opening a satellite campus here was really one of the best possible uses for the southeast lot, but yes, Brooke would speak honestly about the fact that it could possibly increase the amount of petty crime, given the influx of young residents it would bring.
The second they hit ninety minutes, Brooke stood up. “That’s going to be all for questions. I hope this was informative for all of you. The vote will be occurring this Friday and whatever contract the council comes to a decision on will be shared with everyone.”
As the crowd started to slowly disperse, Brooke dropped back into her seat, blowing out a deep breath. She opened her eyes to glower at Kevin on the other side of the table, as he pushed himself to stand and spoke, directly to her, “You know, these meetings wouldn’t last so damn long if you didn’t find it necessary to undermine almost everything I say.”
“I wouldn’t find it necessary to undermine everything you say if you could just speak the simple truth,” she shot back.
While it was true that Kevin wasn’t outright lying to people about his interest in the mall and subdivision – not in public anyway, because he knew he would get called on it immediately – he had the most irritating ability to talk around anything until it sounded good. Fucking politics.
As Kevin opened his mouth to respond, Paulette – having sat at his right side up at the city council table – put her hand on his arm. “Kevin, isn’t that Gerri waiting for you?” She pointed into the now-quickly emptying room at Kevin’s wife, whose arms were crossed impatiently.
If Paulette, who was friends with Kevin, was stopping him, Brooke knew she was right.
Brooke arched a challenging eyebrow at him. “There’s nothing else to be done. The vote is coming in less than a week and we’ll see what happens.”
She wasn’t even really as ridiculously pissed off at him as she normally was. She hadn’t been in the ten days since the… well, the stapler incident. Or, perhaps it was bast-said, as her breakdown incident with Ben.
She was angry at Kevin, routinely. But after she’d let it all come bubbling out like a crying idiot, she just didn’t have it in her to hold onto her anger as tightly.
Okay, well, she was still holding onto it. Pretty fucking tightly, if the tenseness in her shoulders was any indication.
But she’d had to get a better handle on it, because she refused to become known as that person. The one who got kicked out of her own office because she couldn’t reign herself in. No. Nope. Not happening.
Kevin angrily pushed in his chair and walked away – honestly? Brooke was just glad that the vote was coming up so that she could finally get this off of her desk. Even if it wasn’t going to go her way.
Ugh, a lie! She had to get this to go her way. She was doing a pretty good job, though. Brooke was pretty sure that she had the majority vote of the council so far and she would be shocked if this changed someone’s mind…
“Brooke?” Anna-Lynne’s voice reached her and pulled her out of her thoughts as she had been glaring at the table.
“Hmm?” She shook herself out of her thoughts, arching an eyebrow at Anna-Lynne.
Who gave her the very customary timid smile that she always wore whenever they were alone together, since she’d come out and started dating Scarlet, anyway. “I was just wondering if you wanted any help before I go home.”
“Uh, no. I’m just going to send some emails and organize the chairs before I lock up.” She brusquely answered and stood up, herself. She hadn’t realized that the auditorium was empty now, the doors leading to the front foyer were all mostly swung closed.
She waited until Anna-Lynne was gone from the room before she blew out a deep breath and looked around. Normal, she reminded herself. It was normal for her to be here, after the public city council meetings, to finish tidying up. It was entirely normal for her to be the last person at city hall on any given work day.
But the silence of tonight was… unnervingly lonely.
Her phone buzzed where it sat on the table and she gratefully, unthinkingly, picked it up, thumbing her phone to be unlocked.
Everything froze, her heart turning painfully when she saw it.
To: B_Watson@CityofFaircombe.com
From: Taylor@TaylorMadetoTravel.com
Subject: Important! Information!
January 15, 7:49PM
The last time Taylor had sent her an email it had been just over a week ago. The day of her fucking breakdown. And it had been – it had been innocuous. It had been Taylor’s preliminary list of the towns, asking Brooke if she had any opinions she wanted to share before she posted it at the end of the month.
She’d started it so casually. Hey Brooke! As if she hadn’t left Brooke’s house after she’d laid her heart and lifelong love on the line and then left town immediately afterwards.
Then again, when would she ever really learn that it was all casual with Taylor? Maybe she knew it on one level, but like really know it? When would it ever get through to the depths of her soul, where this little seed of Taylor lived with a hope that didn’t want to be squashed even at forty, by Brooke’s favorite – logical – side?
It didn’t matter how much she’d been invested in the list or knowing how it all shook out in Taylor’s mind. She hadn’t read it.
Instead, she thrown a stapler at Kevin and had a breakdown.
And Brooke was very ready to not repeat that experience again, thank you very much. She was working very hard to tuck Taylor back into the box she’d lived in ever since she’d first left Faircombe, so that by the next time Taylor blew into town in five months or eight months or two years, she would be able to just deal with her the way she always had.
Normal. It was the watchword, wasn’t it?
Sucking on her teeth and ignoring the jarring feeling in her chest, she shook her head and dropped her phone back to the table.
“You aren’t even going to read it?” Taylor’s voice came from the back of the room that was shrouded in shadow.
Brooke jumped as she yelped in shock, clutching her fingers over the back of the chair.
She had to be imagining things. It couldn’t be Taylor’s voice. Because Taylor should be in the Ant-fucking-arctic by now. Definitely not Taylor. It reasonably could be one of hundreds of people; Faircombe was small by population standards, but it wasn’t small enough that Brooke could recognize everyone by voice.
She grit her teeth against the too-fast beating of her heart, before she called out, “Okay, the meeting’s over! Time for whoever you are to get home and not try to pull one over on me.”
“I’d like to think we would both think I’d be a little more creative if I was trying to pull one over on you.”
It was definitely Taylor’s voice. Brooke couldn’t mistake it, not ever. She knew that, even if she tried to believe otherwise.
She swallowed against a tight, dry throat, gripping the chair even harder as she squinted into the auditorium, feet rooted to the ground.
Taylor’s weren’t, though. Because she walked right out of the shadows, down the main aisle of seats, until she was illuminated in the soft glow of the older lighting that ran through the city hall auditorium.
Those sneakers she had – the worn in ones that were fraying on the edges, the ones Taylor didn’t want to get rid of – were the first thing to come into view, followed by black denim clad legs, and a nice, button-up red satin shirt, under her unzipped jacket.
Of course, Taylor would wear that combination. And of course, it would look good.
And of course, Brooke’s heart leapt to her throat at the sight and she stood up straighter, feeling her muscles tense as Taylor started up the short staircase on the side of the dais.
It took her a second to register that Taylor’s movements weren’t her norm – they weren’t fluid and smooth, like she owned what she was doing. Her fingers fidgeted with the ends of her sleeves and she hesitated before she took a step.
And then another step.
And another step, until Brooke’s brain finally registered that Taylor was coming right to her. Taylor, all five foot eight of her, was striding right over.
It was enough to make her immediately release the chair as she scooted two steps to the side, keeping the whole length of the table between them.
And still, she could smell Taylor’s perfume. The most delicious scent that wafted and lingered whenever she walked by.
It was that, the way it made Brooke’s stomach tingle, that forced her to finally speak, “What are you doing here?”
Taylor grinned, the smallest bit of hesitation in the beginning as it curled up the edges of her lips. “Well, I heard there was a public town hall tonight, how could I pass that up?”
Her teeth dug into her bottom lip – so, so uncharacteristically uncomfortable, that it made Brooke feel nervous herself.
She didn’t need that, when her own stomach was already cramping with her own nerves.
She pushed it all down and scowled as she crossed her arms. “It was for business owners.”
What a pointless distinction, she could recognize that, but it was all she could think to say. Taylor took a step to the right, starting to move around the table, causing Brooke to take an automatic step to the left.
“And concerned Faircombe citizens,” Taylor added, taking another two steps.   
“You aren’t a Faircombe citizen.” Brooke pointed out, before she side-stepped to the right again as Taylor stepped to the left again, sliding along the edge of the table and ensuring that it was kept between them the whole time.
The last thing she needed – the very last – was for Taylor to get too close. Was for her to feel Taylor’s warmth or for her brain and body to get all mixed up in Taylor, messed up in what she wanted them to be.
No. She’d been barely surviving on the dull, normal existence in the last month, and she wasn’t going to make it harder on herself because of whatever this was.
“What are you doing here?” She asked again, quickly stepping around the table again, as Taylor took three quick steps, trying to bridge the distance.
She didn’t give a shit if they looked ridiculous. Scratch that; she didn’t give a shit that they looked ridiculous.
“Brooke!” Taylor exclaimed, shaking her head as she started to laugh. The lights of city hall weren’t the brightest and because it was January, it was still getting dark early and the soft, shitty lighting shouldn’t have been flattering. At all.
It wasn’t on most people, anyway.
But of course, it was on Taylor.
Or maybe, it was only to Brooke that Taylor looked this good, all of the time. She knew that was a distinct possibility.
A very big, distinct possibility.
“What if I was?” Taylor asked, facing off against Brooke across the table, dark brown eyes grabbing onto Brooke’s and not letting go.
Brooke knew she technically had the power to avert her own gaze but also… she didn’t.
“What if you were what?” She asked, narrowing her eyes in confusion.
She hated feeling off her game, but she didn’t know if she’d ever felt more off her game than this! Well, maybe she had. Maybe when it had come to other interactions with Taylor but –
No. No, this was the most. More than seeing – sleeping with – Taylor in San Diego, more than Taylor showing up afterwards, more than Taylor pursuing her after that. More than anything, Brooke wouldn’t have ever placed a bet on Taylor returning to Faircombe so soon.
She was supposed to have months to recover from this. From her idiocy, from revealing her fucking ridiculous never-ending love for Taylor. She was supposed to have months – at the very least, because it could possibly have been years – to be ready to look at Taylor and talk to her like she didn’t ache for more.
“What if I were… a citizen of Faircombe?” Taylor countered, her voice dropping to a whisper as she stared intently at Brooke, looking for all the world like she was holding her breath.
Brooke only stared at Taylor, unable to wrap her mind around what she was saying.
A citizen of Faircombe? Her hands fell to her sides as she couldn’t even process…
She didn’t even have it in her to move away again when Taylor slowly walked around the side of the table, coming toward her.
When Taylor reached out her hand in a move so tentative, Brooke might have believed the action wasn’t actually Taylor’s had she not known that hand so damn well.
She blocked that hand from landing on her, and with the contact, she felt like she was knocked back into reality as she let out an incredulous laugh. “Yeah, right. Seriously, what are you doing here?”
Taylor didn’t try to touch her again, but she also didn’t move back. Instead, she looked at Brooke with eyes full of anxious hope. “This would have made a lot more sense if you would open my email first.”
Brooke only narrowed her eyes at her, but Taylor reached over to give Brooke her phone. “Open the link. Or just go to my website. Either one.”
Suspicion and confusion and the thirst to know warred within her, but they all won out over her stubbornness. There was no way she wasn’t going to read whatever explained this.
The last update had been posted only hours ago.
Hey y’all!
This post was supposed to be a hype for Antarctica.
But I need to take us down a different path today, and explore a topic with you that I haven’t often written about. And that topic is time.
I’ve always been a big believer that time is our most important commodity. It’s why I’ve been so desperate to travel and to see everything I possibly can see. Because I want to know all that the world has to offer in the time that I have on it.
I’ll never say money isn’t important – I wouldn’t be able to destination hop or give back to communities without money, and we all know that you can’t truly enjoy your time if you’re constantly worried about your basic monetary needs met. We need food, we need shelter, we need means to provide those things. We need connection. Those are all precious commodities.
But time… TIME. Time is the one thing you can’t make more of and you can never get it back. And time is something we all understand the idea of, but then the actual reality of it slaps us in the face.
Sometimes, it’s because a woman who used to reach down to tap your nose now has to reach up to touch your cheek. And because when you were little and she was reaching down to you, she was just – another grown up. But now that you are the grown up, you have to take a moment to appreciate her slightly gnarled and shaking hands while she looks up at you.
Sometimes, it’s because you look around at your life and while you don’t have regrets, you realize maybe you’ve spent more time than you ever should have spent, alone and walking away from the things you should have been walking through, with the people you love.
The one thing you’ll never get back? Is time. You can make the money back. You can visit the place again. But you will never get that time back. 
And sometimes it’s because you meet someone who you don’t want to miss. You realize that time will pass for that person if you’re gone and one day you could look up and – and time left. You missed it. You missed it because you were scared, you missed it because you thought something else was more important, you missed it because you weren’t ready…  
Don’t miss it.
I’m trying not to.
As always,
Taylor
What. The. Hell.
“What the hell?” She heard herself ask, faintly.
“I don’t want to run,” Taylor answered, her voice soft but somehow seeming to take up the entire auditorium at the same time. “You told me to do what I do best, but what if what I do best is – is following my heart?”
Brooke’s own heart seemed to stop in her chest at that, but she refused to let it go anywhere. Refused.
Taylor lifted her hand one more, looking like she wanted to stroke her fingers over Brooke’s cheek or tuck her hair behind her ear or touch her jaw – any of those little touches that made Brooke just so aware of her – but instead, she dropped it to the chair and stroked her long fingers over the worn fabric instead.
“Your heart isn’t here, Taylor,” she managed to get out around the obnoxious fluttering that she couldn’t totally tamp down. “We both know that. We covered it.”
In a night Brooke did not want a repeat performance of. She wasn’t going to say all of that, not ever again.
Taylor tilted her head as she shook it slowly, her eyes never leaving Brooke’s face. “The thing is, though… well, I’ve said to my followers over the years that it doesn’t matter where you come from, as long as you are going somewhere. Because that’s what I’ve always told myself.” She gave a self-deprecating shrug. It was so adorable, Brooke couldn’t stand to see it.
“I’ve always told myself that it doesn’t matter where I’m from. This town and these people, the bad experiences I had here – and the good ones – that none of it matters. And I’ve always kind of believed it because I’ve let go of so many of the pains.”
She drew in a deep breath, casting her eyes up to the dark ceiling for a long moment. “But there’s always been this thing inside of me about Faircombe that I’ve been content to leave unexamined, telling myself that it doesn’t matter.”
When she looked back at Brooke, the look in her eyes stole the air right from Brooke’s chest. Taylor really was the gentlest and well-meaning thief because she didn’t even know she was doing it.
“And being here – really being here – showed me that… it does matter. You, Brooke. You showed me that,” Taylor whispered, before she let go of the chair again, seemingly unthinkingly, reached up and toyed with a lock of Brooke’s hair. The backs of her fingers slid softly against Brooke’s cheekbone. “The way you showed me Faircombe, but… but also just finding out what it’s like to be with someone that I don’t see with an expiration date.”
She felt lightheaded with it. Actually lightheaded, Brooke realized, feeling dizzy.
Because Taylor wouldn’t say something she didn’t mean. She knew that. Taylor came back to Faircombe. Unable to help it, she swayed closer. Closer into Taylor’s, because she’d often associated Taylor as being as bright and warm as the sun, but what she’d never let herself add on was that she was caught in Taylor’s orbit.
She’d returned to Faircombe and hadn’t gone to Antarctica, and –
Brooke abruptly let that thought pull her right back to the present and she stood up straight, causing Taylor’s hand to fall from her face. It didn’t matter that her body wanted to be closer. It didn’t matter that it was so easy to lean into it when she didn’t think.
But Brooke’s ability to think was the reason she was where she was, why she wasn’t in the cycle of her parents’ life.
“This is what you want for now,” she stressed, for both of them to hear it. Sure, Taylor was back, but Brooke wouldn’t ever delude herself that it was long-term. “You have feelings for me right now. And,” she closed her eyes at the unexpected stab of pain at her own words, but she needed to hear it. “You’re such a good person,” because she was. Taylor really, really was. “That you feel badly about hurting me. And I’m sure that’s been hard for you, but you aren’t back for good. And not for me. You–”
Taylor cut her off, voice not tentative at all. No, it was that Taylor-fighting tone. The strength of a fucking linebacker in that tone. “There’s a lot at play here, I can admit that. There’s a lot in my decision to come back. Savannah and the baby and Ben and Jo and leaving somewhere that feels like home for the first time in the longest time,” she confessed, nodding to acknowledge that.
“But mostly… it’s you. You are the final thing, the final thing that ties everything together for me. You make me want to stay. Which is kind of terrifying, because usually I’m always thinking of the next place to go. I’m never going to deny that or regret it. But for the first time, I care about who I’m with, more than where I am. I’ve lived my whole life without regrets up to this point; I’m not about to start having them, now.”
Brooke’s mind absolutely spun. Was her head actually spinning on its shoulders? She wasn’t sure, but it might be.
All she knew was that Taylor was standing right there. Right in City Hall. Right in front of her. Saying all of these things that teenage Brooke… and, admittedly, young adult Brooke… daydreamed about.
She shook her head and held up a hand as Taylor took a step closer. “Don’t.”
“Brooke, please,” there was a pleading note in there. Reflected all over Taylor’s face.
“I…” Shaking her head, she drew her hands through her hair roughly. “No.”
Because Taylor was claiming she wanted to stay, that she wanted to stay with and for Brooke… it was everything Brooke would never allow herself to dream of once she’d grown up, even in her fantasies.
“Yes,” Taylor insisted, her voice strong, now. “You bared your soul to me, Brooke. You told me everything and now I’m pushing through my fears and my uncertainties and my worries about the future – worries I’ve never thought about – to tell you my everything. There’s no I think before it, this time.”
I think I lo–
Brooke held up her hands before Taylor could come closer again. “No. No, because stuff like this doesn’t happen in real life. The – the most beautiful girl in town who could have anyone in the world, literally, because she’s a traveling nomad doesn’t come home and settle down with the homebody geek who has always loved her. That doesn’t happen!” She insisted, a wild laugh falling out of her mouth, echoing through the empty room.
“It’s too good to be true. So, no. We aren’t going down this route again. It’s a good thing it stopped, before,” she insisted, her voice firm with the believe that she was right assisting her in feeling it that way.
No. It was that easy. No.
Brooke watched as a smile slid over Taylor’s face, slow and bright and sunny and beautiful. It made her stomach clench so hard, she frowned. “Why are you smiling?” She shook her head and stepped back as she held up her hands. “I’m telling you that you and I aren’t happening. We aren’t going to be… a thing. You can stay here for a week or two or three or however long before you realize this isn’t what you want, but it’s not going to be like it was before.”
Taylor only continued to smile even wider at her, tilting her head as she stared. The softness in her eyes as she regarded Brooke had no right to be there. Not after her leaving, and especially not after the words Brooke was saying!
“Stop smiling like that at me,” she insisted, wishing her voice came out louder than a whisper.
“No,” Taylor finally said, intertwining her fingers tightly around one another. So tightly, as if she was trying to get a grip on herself, trying not to reach out to touch Brooke. “No, as in, I can’t stop smiling at you.”
“Why?” She insisted, frowning, because she was clearly missing something. It was this kind of stuff she should hate about Taylor! It was this kind of thing that she shouldn’t have missed.
And yet, she held on to hear what Taylor had to say. She had to know.
“Because you said that this is too good to be true. That we, that me wanting to be with you, is too good to be true. That means you want it. You want me,” Taylor murmured, the smile only growing in wattage. “It means that this can happen when I prove to you that I’m going to stay. That I’m really here.”
She clenched her jaw so hard to stop herself from shouting of course, I want you! Wasn’t that covered last month?! It didn’t matter that Taylor left, it didn’t matter what she did; Brooke never stopped wanting her! That wasn’t the issue.
Feeling utterly at a loss – for what to say, what to think – she turned on her heel and grabbed her jacket. “I have to go.”
To Ben’s? Ugh, no, Taylor would be there.
Just home. Safe haven.
Taylor kept in line with her as she walked. “Can I walk you home?”
“No,” Brooke shot back, striding quickly out of the auditorium, and letting the doors slam shut behind them.
She shot Taylor a side-eye as they walked down the steps of City Hall together, and Taylor chuckled at the look as she tucked her hands into her jacket pockets. “What! I’m going this way, too!”
Logically, she got that. But – still.
It was only when they hit the bottom of the steps that she remembered, “I have to lock up.”
Which was not only the truth but gave her a perfect reason to not feel drawn so close to Taylor’s aura or pheromones or whatever the hell it was that she had, and she wheeled around.
She turned around to shoot Taylor a look. “Don’t wait for me.”
Taylor smiled sweetly up at her, the twinkling of the streetlights reflecting on her face. “You caught me.” She started to walk backwards. “You’ll see, Brooke. You might be surprised by how much of an iron will I have, too. You’ll see,” she repeated, firm and quiet. Just loud enough for Brooke to hear. “I’ll do it right.”
She didn’t answer.
As she opened the doors back up, she heard Taylor call out once more. “You might be interested to check out the post before the one you just read.”
She let the door slam shut behind her, separating them so she could breathe. There was that electricity in the air here, even now.
So… alive, she thought, dimly.
Her hands had a life of their own as they dug out her phone and pulled Taylor’s website back up to find –
Hidden Gems of the American South
It’s not something I’ve talked about often, maybe mentioned it in passing once or twice. But my home is nestled in North America, in a very small city in Tennessee. I’ve spent a lot of time traveling and making my top to-see lists, as you likely may know if you follow me here.
One of my favorite things whenever I visit anywhere is sharing with you all the places that you’re not going to hear about. The places that will lead you down a path you might not know about otherwise.
So, while I spent some time in my hometown, I was inspired to do a list of the top ten small cities to hit in the southern United States. Without further ado…
Brooke had resolutely decided that she wasn’t going to read this list, weeks ago. Because she didn’t need to be told in writing that she – that Faircombe wasn’t enough for Taylor, when she’d already heard it in screaming unspoken words.
But with Taylor standing right here in front of her… she had to.
She scrolled down quickly, searching for what Taylor might think she’d find interesting. If she put Caseton –
2. Caseton, Mississippi
1. Faircombe, Tennessee
I could easily write on this list that Faircombe ranks first because my list collaborator believes in it so strongly. That after working on this, Faircombe became not just my list, but our list, and I am taking her into consideration.
But that would be a disservice to this city.
Over 70% of the businesses that thrive in Faircombe are small, locally-owned and maintain their charm while staying fresh and up-to-date without being lost in the shuffle of a modern world.
Go to Savannah’s Sweet Tooth for your fix of French pastries, using products that were grown locally, created with love by Savannah – who takes her classic French training and puts a Southern flair into everything she makes.
Go to Cafferty’s Café for your morning dose of coffee, where the beans are freshly ground on-site, and catch up with Nia, the third-generation owner who charms you from behind the counter. Catch up on the patio outside with the locals, who are always friendly, willing and wanting to get to know just about anyone.
Go to The Armory and get lost in the stacks of books, styled in spirals up two floors. As Donovan Tiller, the owner, likes to say: nothing could make you more prepared for battle than intelligence. If you swing by on a Tuesday, you can stop in to listen to or recite your own works. If you come by on a Saturday, it’s date night – and you just might find the love of your life.
Go on one of the walking tours offered out of the kiosk near City Hall; the history here is more than enough for the price of a ticket. Even if you don’t want the official tour, just – walk around and see it for yourself.
Go up to Turner’s Ridge, the highest elevation in the tri-city area, for a near aerial view of the city. That’s where the above picture was taken, and if that doesn’t take your breath away, I’m pretty sure you might be out of your mind.
I’ll confess to you now, Faircombe is where I grew up. I’ve struggled here and I’ve loved it here and I’ve hated it here and I’ve thought it’s beautiful and ugly and every shade in between.
But I am who I am because of the people who live here. And I think, ultimately, who I am is overall, a pretty decent person. When it all boils down to it, the people make a place special. And the people who live here… well, you’d be hard-pressed to find a better place.
Faircombe is evolving with the world. Minten University will be opening a satellite campus here in the coming years, even, opening up a whole new side to bring into the future. 
And underneath it all, Faircombe offers everything you could want in a Southern small town. You can hike, you can shop, you can relax – and on just about any given week, you can witness a festival or a fundraiser or a party or some sort of event that the locals show up for en masse.
I happen to know for a fact that the woman who runs this city puts in boundless energy and time working to make Faircombe both stay true to its roots while also leading it into the future. Faircombe would have won a spot on this list – in the top five – on its own merit. But it’s the love and care and work dedicated to this city by Ms. Watson that secures it as number one.
I’ll say again: the people make the place. And with Brooke Watson behind the scenes in Faircombe… no person could make any place better. Whatever she dedicates herself to will be worth your time and effort.
I would say thank her when you come to visit, but – she’d appreciate it more if you didn’t ;)
Brooke smiled even as it lodged an ache in the pit of her stomach and those stupid tears stung the back of her eyes.
How did the love she had for Taylor that was left behind make her hurt at the same time that Taylor made her smile? It just wasn’t – it wasn’t fair.
Brooke – 8:29PM
You got one thing wrong. Minten doesn’t have the
contract yet. We’re voting later this week.
Taylor Vandenberg – 8:29PM
I know it’s going to go your way, Brooke. I’ve never
doubted it for a second.
She tucked her phone back into her pocket, resolutely. 
She would get through this.
It was absolutely crazy. It was the craziest thing she’d ever had to endure, even more than Taylor wanting to explore something romantic with her.
Taylor settling down in Faircombe – really settling down here – was temporary. Brooke would wait her out.
Taylor might be an unstoppable force, but Brooke was an immovable object.
But damn, did Taylor Trouble ever mean a whole other thing for Brooke.



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
In a lifetime of seeking an adventure out around the world, it was only when Taylor returned to Faircombe with the intention of staying that she realized she was finding a new one.
It was actually really wild, because Taylor had always associated Faircombe with suffocation and boredom.
Settling into Faircombe with the idea of actually settling in was… something else. A whole other kind of adventure that Taylor hadn’t realized existed. She’d gone to Everest base camp, she’d been on a hike through the Amazon, she’d traveled the length of the Nile. She’d been to almost every country, she’d walked more than her fair share of lives, experienced enough cultures to curate an entire life built on it.
And that was adventure; it had been exactly what she’d wanted to experience.
But Faircombe was an adventure of its own.
Or maybe it was just that settling down was an adventure of its own? Taylor wouldn’t be able to distinguish between the two, given that she’d chosen for this to be the place to settle.
Or maybe it had chosen her.
Either way, she’d been nervous when she’d returned, more nervous than she’d ever been to come back.
Mostly because she’d never been nervous to come back before. But this was different. She was nervous. Nervous that Brooke wouldn’t want her, nervous that she’d fractured her relationship with Ben all over again because of hurting the person he cared for most other than his daughter.
Nervous that she was making her own mistake and that as soon as she really decided she was going to settle down, that she would want to flee.
But the truth was exactly what she’d told Ben when he’d opened the door for her and asked, “What are you doing back so soon?”
“I think if something is making me nervous or scared, then… it might be the biggest adventure of my life,” was what had fallen out of her mouth. She’d gripped the handle to her suitcase so tightly as she’d asked, “Can I stay?”
He’d given her a surprised, searching look, before he’d taken the suitcase from her. “Anytime.”
She’d had to take in a deep breath before informing him, “I’m thinking it’ll just need to be the once.”
How far up his eyebrows had shot had been… well, she’d needed a laugh, and it worked.
She’d spent the first few days waiting. Anxiously waiting, if she was honest. To see if that feeling of needing to leave set in.
“What if it does, though?” Savannah asked on her on the second day back.
Taylor breezed into the bakery at five in the morning, after her time with Brooke at City Hall the night before, knowing that Savannah got to work by four.
She’d held her arms up as if to say ta-da, as Savannah’s eyes had widened and she’d dropped a bag of flour, encasing herself in a giant flour cloud. “What!” Had all Savannah had been able to say.
Because Taylor hadn’t told her. She hadn’t informed her she was coming back. She hadn’t called her in the three days since their talk in the airport.
In the airport where she couldn’t get on the plane at all, no matter how much that had been the plan. She just – couldn’t.
“How can I say that I really listen to the signs of the universe if I ignore this giant one?” She’d asked once Savannah had recovered.
And when Savannah asked her the fateful question, the one that had tangled Taylor’s stomach up in knots, she’d given her the most honest answer she had.
“I’m not going to go,” she promised, her voice resolute.
That was what she’d decided. That for once, she was going to fight through her feelings of flight. How would she know where it took her if she didn’t try?
And she knew other people could see her as flaky – Ben and even Brooke, before all of this. Maybe now, still – but she could prove otherwise. Sometimes in her life, Taylor had been the only one to really know what she was capable of. She didn’t mind if this was one of those times.
It appeared that Savannah didn’t want to look a gift horse in the mouth, so to speak. She’d just shaken her head in disbelief as she let out an incredulous laugh. “I mean… okay, then.” She slid her hands to her stomach, really starting to show now, as she’d tilted her head and whispered, “We’re more than happy to have you.”
But the look in her eyes had been pure pride. Taylor felt it bolster her right under her heart.
***
And there was always something new to discover.
The first week had been a lot of, well, firsts. Her conversation with Brooke, which… she didn’t expect Brooke to fall into her arms. She knew Brooke, even if she’d been surprised by the magnitude and longevity of her feelings? She knew her.
Her conversations with Ben and Savannah, then Jo, who had been the least dubious but the most thrilled.
By her second week, the fact that she intended on staying had made it through Faircombe. She’d fielded a lot of chats with all three gossips, then with people she’d connected with or reconnected with during her time here. Anna-Lynne McCord sought her out for a long conversation about high school of all things and how sorry she was about how she’d acted.
It had resulted in the two of them going on a two hour lunch to “catch up” – which was somewhat ironic, given that even in high school, they hadn’t necessarily been friends.
But they were now. Or, becoming friends? Taylor wasn’t sure. She had friends, she made them easily. Michelle in San Diego – who had been completely thrown with Taylor’s return to her guest house and then subsequent trip back to Tennessee, and a handful of others…
None like the kind of friends Anna-Lynne seemed to want to be. Someone who made plans with her every week. Then there was Penny from her yoga, who had essentially done the same thing.
After they hung out, they always texted to make more plans for a different time. Not for any special event or occasion, but just because.
“I think I have friends,” she’d whispered to Savannah and Ben after returning from a lunch-and-pedicure outing with both Anna-Lynne and Penny at the end of her third week in. The three of them had made plans to finish putting the details together in the peanut’s nursery as Savannah approached her third trimester.
“Our little girl is growing up,” Savannah had dramatically clasped her hands and pressed them against her chest.
Ben laughed, nodding with a mock-serious look on his face. “Am I going to start having to give you and Jo a curfew?” He waggled his finger. “Do we need to have a talk about the birds and the bees?”
She pulled a face. “Ew, dad, shut up!” Before she tossed a stuffed animal and nailed him in the face.
He threw one back, but she’d ducked just in time to miss it.
“You are going to both be grounded!” Savannah had shouted before Taylor could throw another one.
They’d only been able to keep straight faces for about two seconds, before they’d all laughed.
She enjoyed this normal-friend-thing.
She’d enjoyed even more running into Brooke when she and Anna-Lynne had been going into the café for lunch. She’d smiled brightly in greeting, as had Anna-Lynne. And Brooke had looked back and forth between the two of them, her eyes narrowing before she’d wordlessly walked away.
Taylor would bet anything that she was remembering Taylor’s confession about their high school escapades. It didn’t matter that it was clearly over, now. It didn’t matter that Anna-Lynne was engaged to Brooke’s own ex.
What mattered to Taylor, was that Brooke most definitely cared.
***
On day ten, she’d looked around her room. She was still staying at Thistle Drive and she liked it there. She enjoyed having Ben and Jo around…
She’d really had to sit with the fact that she was so used to being alone that she hadn’t registered how much she’d enjoyed and gotten used to being with people. From having dinner with Ben and Jo, seeing Savannah during her days. Knowing that she was going home to a place that was alive with food cooking and people laughing.
She could live alone, but the idea of coming home to an empty apartment… it wasn’t what she’d come back for.
But, she’d realized that she couldn’t live with this furniture. The same furniture that had existed in this room, frozen in time.
She’d gone furniture shopping.
For a woman in her mid-forties, Taylor had never done that.
She’d never purchased a bed or side table or a dresser or a desk. She’d never in her adult life bought little odds and ends to spruce up her own space, because she’d never had her own permanent space.
It hadn’t ever bothered her; she really wasn’t a material girl. She had little keepsakes from things she wanted to remember, but her memories mostly lived in photos or blogs.
But she wanted them, here. She didn’t go crazy, but she wanted her space to be her own. Decorated, purchased, designed entirely by Taylor.
She and Savannah had spent days out in shops because she wasn’t going to buy just anything.
“It has to be… me,” she’d murmured as she’d walked through a furniture store, trying to find the right desk.
It made her oddly giddy. To be on a mission to find out what could be the physical embodiment of her.
It made her even giddier when she’d returned home after her search for a perfect desk, and Ben had passed on a picture of the perfect desk, in an antique shop two towns away.
“Where did you find this?!” She’d asked excitedly.
He’d rubbed his hand over the back of his head, looking a little uncomfortable. “Uh, Brooke suggested it. She heard you were looking and thought…”
Even if Taylor hated the desk, she would have bought it there and then. It didn’t matter that Brooke didn’t pass it on herself, even though Taylor had seen Brooke just the day before. Watching her from across the square, as she was prone to do, now. Never talking. Just watching.
Taylor was really finding that she didn’t mind her every move being watched and noted, as long as it was under watchful hazel eyes.
She and Jo had painted it after she’d found all of the furniture. A peach color, something Taylor felt lit up the room with the essence of a brand-new day.
She’d flicked paint at Jo, who was concentrating with her face screwed up all seriously as she ran her roller over the wall.
Jo turned to her with a little splatter of paint over the old T-shirt she was wearing, her mouth open in offense. “Auntie Taylor!”
“Niece Jo!” She’d tossed back, and found herself with a much larger splatter of paint diagonally across her body.
She’d squealed with the surprise, and… well, they were lucky Ben wasn’t home, because even though they’d wrapped up the room well enough that Dexter would be proud, she knew his near and tidy little heart would have given out.
The paint war had ended with both of them breathless with giggles and covered in the peach paint, her niece grinning up at her as she’d whispered, “I’m glad you came back.”
“Me, too.”
She might be more glad if Brooke talked to her herself, but – she could do this.
***
She didn’t know before this, that settling into a routine didn’t have to feel mundane.
She enjoyed Sunday dinners every week. She enjoyed helping Savannah close at the bakery on Tuesday and Thursday afternoons. She enjoyed seeing her friends on Wednesdays. She loved setting up her yoga classes again, on a regular schedule.
Even so, she wasn’t exactly sure how she found herself so involved in city activities after four weeks.
Okay, well, she knew how she’d wound up running the after-school program. Jo had asked her if she wouldn’t mind “filling in” for her the teacher who ran the program to help with the history fair. They met on Monday afternoons and not only worked on the projects and presentations for the history fair at the end of the year, but also reviewed general trivia and facts.
All right, Taylor was kind of enjoying that.
But if you’d asked her even when she’d decided she was going to come back to Faircombe that she would end up on an events committee, she would have laughed in your face.
No, thank you.
It had all started two weeks before Valentine’s Day, because Anna-Lynne, working the city council, asked if she wouldn’t mind lending a hand in setting up the Lovers Lane event. It was mostly just a pretty stroll through Town Square, all decorated with an adorably cheesy romance theme, and then bidding on baskets at the end, to be raffled off with the proceeds going toward the new gym being built at the elementary school.
“We just, well, we’d really like the perspective of someone who’s seen the most romantic places in the world. And you’ve been just about anywhere, so…” She’d trailed off, giving Taylor a hopeful look.
“Sure,” she’d agreed, easier than she’d even expected of herself.
The morning of Lovers Lane, she’d found herself putting up fake flowers on the outline of “the lane” with Ms. Kellerman.
“Oh, that’s perfect. This little wreath, that’s wonderful. Everyone is going to want to stop and have a moment right here,” Ms. Kellerman praised as Taylor stopped to reconfigure a little arrangement.
She lifted an eyebrow. “You wanna kiss?”
She could hardly believe she’d made the joke, with no ill-will or any bad feeling behind it. Just genuinely joking. Not with this woman, anyway.
Ms. Kellerman joined in on her laughter.
Taylor shook her head as she looked across the square.
And time stopped for her as she saw Brooke.
She was clearly chilly, her shoulders up around her ears, as she rolled her eyes and shook her head at something the man in front of her said. She pointed to the table that was supposed to have the baskets on it, gesturing firmly, with that stubborn set of her jaw in place.
Her hair was a little messed up from the wind, her cheeks and nose were bright red, and even though Taylor couldn’t hear her, she knew she was using that tone that said you are being incompetent.
She was magnificent.
“I don’t think I’m really the one you want to kiss,” Ms. Kellerman commented softly next to her.
Taylor didn’t look away from Brooke – couldn’t – for another few moments. Not until Brooke turned to look up at her, locking gazes. That little line that she loved appeared between Brooke’s eyebrows like she couldn’t wrap her mind around Taylor, before she looked away again.
Taylor couldn’t help the sigh that broke from her lips. “You’d be right about that.”
***
She’d waited for that feeling to fade, with Brooke. To lessen. To… she didn’t know. She’d never really been in love, she’d fully realized in the last weeks. Because, before, all of the times she’d thought she was, those feelings faded as soon as they weren’t properly maintained. As soon as those relationships were over, the feelings didn’t last much longer.
But with Brooke, they only got stronger.
With Brooke, it didn’t matter that she hadn’t spent the night cuddled up to her in over a month. It didn’t matter that Brooke didn’t invite her to see her cats even when Taylor inquired about them politely when they ran into each other. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t gotten to taste those soft, soft lips that she craved, even when they made eye contact that lasted for moments far too long at Sunday dinners.
This feeling never waned. This feeling like her heart was jumping every time they were in the room together and that she got so excited to just see Brooke, whenever she knew they were going to be in the same place.
It never went away.
It grew.
She wasn’t pushing with Brooke. In fact, she was making a concentrated effort not to push, not since she’d first sought her out to lay out her intentions at the open town hall.
As much as Brooke’s use of words like always and forever had given Taylor pause, she knew she scared Brooke. She could see it, even without anyone commenting on it, that the idea of giving herself to Taylor – really giving herself to her – scared her.
She wasn’t going to pursue Brooke with abandon… the way she wanted to. She wanted to show up at Brooke’s cabin and offer to make her dinner while she played Dolly Parton when Brooke got home from work.
Instead, she offered a big smile when they saw each other out around town during an evening walk and said, “Hey, work okay? Need me to beat Kevin up for you?”
She wanted to slide her hand over Brooke’s shoulders and up her thigh under the table on Sunday dinners, just to feel her. To relish in the warmth of her body and the way she knew exactly how Brooke would feel under her fingertips.
Instead, she exaggeratedly would pull out Brooke’s chair and offer it to her – Brooke taking it with a suspicious look every damn time… god, Taylor loved her – before sitting in her own seat, a respectful ten inches away.
She wanted to press Brooke right against the shelves at the grocery store when she ran into her, slide her hand up to her hip – where she could so easily slide it to Brooke’s ass – and feel the way she’d lean into Taylor. Reluctantly, almost as if she was fighting it, but that it was too good to resist. Before kissing her.
Instead, she made everyday conversation with her while Brooke narrowed her eyes back.
When she wanted to hug Brooke so tightly to congratulate her for winning the vote over Kevin – just like Taylor knew she would – she settled for a bright smile and a tame, “Worked out the way it was always meant to!”
It wasn’t about her. It was about showing Brooke that she was here. That she was just… here.
***
The last week of February, she stood in the empty shop that used to be Tiller’s Bookshop, the keys clutched in her hand.
It wasn’t Tiller’s anymore. No, it was Taylor’s. Name as-of-yet undecided yoga studio.
Well, she’d signed a twelve-month lease, and she felt pretty fucking good about it.
She didn’t have any of the jitters Ben and Savannah had talked about when they’d leased their properties for their careers. Both of them had discussed over dinner when Taylor had announced that she needed something to do, now that she’d started to feel more settled, and that she wanted to do this, how they’d both been so nervous.
But as she stood in her newly leased property, she didn’t feel nervous.
This was a new adventure. That’s how she felt. She felt the same excitement threading through her that she got when she planned a new trip.
She’d never had any property to her name before. Not once had she truly leased or purchased a space to be hers for any permanent amount of time.
But this felt good. It felt right.
And most of all, it felt like hers. Like she had a real place that she could make her mark on.
The front counter – a piece carved of mahogany, sturdy and shiny – was all that remained of the bookshop it once was. Donovan had explained how it had been so heavy and so old – it was one of the first things he’d bought for his shop decades ago – that they went with something newer in their bigger store. “We can move it for you,” he’d offered.
Taylor had declined. She loved it. With only a little refurbishing, she would have the perfect check in desk.
She turned slowly around, and she could picture it.
The way she would arrange the yoga mats over the floors she would refinish herself – another adventure. Exactly where she could put up the photos and items she had actually purchased over the years, the ones that were in storage.
All of the items that showed her journey, that brought her peace, she could visualize them here.
She’d always theorized that she would do this one day. One day, in the vague, distant future that she couldn’t ever see before. But that day was now and she could see it.
That feeling? That felt so unexpectedly wonderful.
Her tranquil moment ended as the door was pulled open and it slammed closed quickly, making Taylor wince. That door, unlike the counter, would definitely need to go.
Her thoughts halted when she saw who it was. With her hair falling a little out of its bun and her breathing heavy, like she’d run here for some unknown reason, was Brooke. Her cheeks were flushed and her jacket was unzipped, in a way that Taylor knew only happened because Brooke had been in such a hurry.
She looked rushed and harried and annoyed and like the most beautiful human Taylor had ever seen.
“What the hell is this?” Brooke demanded, holding up a piece of paper as she walked right over to Taylor.
Taylor scrunched up her eyebrows in confusion. “What is what? You’ll have to be clearer with me, officer.”
“This!” She shoved the paper closer to Taylor. Close enough so she could see that it was her lease for the studio space. “It came across my desk today.”
“Okay.” Taylor nodded slowly, clasping her hands tightly behind her back to make herself not reach out. “Well, I think the big part at the top that says lease might be an indicator as to what it is, but you know, I am starting to get up there in age…”
Brooke scowled before she slammed the paper down against the counter. “I realize it’s a lease. Why does it have your name on it?”
“Because I leased the space,” Taylor answered rhetorically, in a tone as if she was solving a true mystery, delighting in the no-nonsense look Brooke gave her a moment later.
When she expected Brooke to banter back, Brooke was quiet. She squeezed her eyes closed tightly as she whispered, “Why are you doing this to me?”
Playfulness replaced with concern, she shook her head and couldn’t help but reach out. She rested her hand against Brooke’s lower back. “What are you talking about?” She asked, both confused and anxious. “Brooke, I’m trying to do this for you,” she said, urgently. Needing Brooke to see it.
“If you’re doing this to prove something to me, then…” Brooke started, then stopped, shaking her head. “Stop. Just, stop. Stop coming to every Sunday dinner. Stop showing up at town events. Stop working town events. Stop flirting or befriending or, ugh, whatever with Anna-Lynne. Stop insinuating yourself into every goddamn place in my life so that I’ll never be able to stop seeing you anywhere. Just stop.”
Taylor stared at Brooke, rubbing where her hand had fallen. Wanting the contact so, so badly after not having had it in so long. “I’m doing this because–” she swallowed hard, casting her gaze to the ceiling to figure out how to say it. “Because when I was young, I’d felt so still and smothered here in Faircombe, and the urge to see world was everything, because it felt like the world was passing me by. But when I stood in the airport, all I could think was that… while I was out in the world, Faircombe would be passing me by.”
She swallowed, hard, before she finished, “That you would be passing me by.”
Brooke whirled away from her, Taylor’s hand going cold at the lack of connection that she’d been craving so much. “And, on that note, what are you doing?”
Taylor stared at Brooke, bewildered. “I’m… I told you what I’m doing the first night I came back. I’m back in Faircombe–”
“No, I know what you’re doing in that sense. But I mean…” Brooke huffed out a breath before she folded her arms over her chest. “You said you wanted me.”
“I do want you,” she immediately affirmed, as soon as Brooke finished speaking. It didn’t matter that she didn’t know what Brooke was talking about with that comment. All that mattered was that she wanted Brooke and she would never miss the opportunity to say it. “I want you so much, Brooke. It’s – it’s all-encompassing.”
The line between Brooke’s eyebrows that indicated how irritated she was only deepened, before she threw her arms in the air. “Well, you aren’t acting like it.”
Confusion swirled through her, making her pause. “Huh?”
“You aren’t – you haven’t been acting like you,” Brooke’s tone was the most frustrated, exasperated sound she’d ever heard.
Brooke started pacing right there in front of her as she barreled on. “You don’t flirt, you never make any innuendos, you don’t touch me. You don’t try to take my hand or rub my shoulder or put my hair behind my ear. You haven’t tried to ask me out. You haven’t – you don’t do anything that you do.”
When she turned her accusing stare to Taylor, it was only then that she realized it was rooted in confusion.
And she couldn’t help but smile, feeling it tug at her lips. “You want me to flirt and make innuendos and touch you?”
The tips of Brooke’s ears reddened and she scowled.
Taylor took this as her chance and stepped closer. “I’ve been holding myself back for you. Trying to do this the way you would want. I’ve been… being…” she pursed her lips, searching for the right word. “Respectful.”
“I don’t want you like that!”
“You don’t want me to be respectful?” Taylor spoke slowly, dubiously, the smile growing on her face as it all registered.
Oh, she’d missed this. She’d missed this back and forth, the way everything came to life with it. She missed it in the way Brooke silently watched her, waiting for her to break, to leave.
Brooke groaned, before she shook her head. “I want you to be you.”
Taylor’s heart tripped in her chest before it started doing double time, and she had to swallow against an unexpectedly tight throat as her teasing smile faded. “You do?”
Brooke looked adorably sheepish as she shifted back and forth on her feet. “I mean… I’ve never… I love you because of the way you are. Even if it kills me sometimes, I want it back,” Brooke huffed out. “I want you. The way you are. If we are going to do this, then I want – I want the world to be alive again.”
Stunned at Brooke’s wording, at the way it resonated through her so, so strongly, Taylor could only stare. It was like poetry, she thought dimly. Those words, the very way Brooke loved, it was like poetry.
“You want to do this?” Taylor asked, breath coming faster now because it felt like everything was on the line in that one question.
Brooke seemed stunned at her own words, as she opened and closed her mouth twice before saying quietly, “I just want you to be you again.”
She couldn’t stop herself. She’d expressed more self-control over the last weeks than she ever had in her life.
“I’m me,” she whispered as she stepped closer to Brooke.
Screw slow and respectful.
She slid her hand to the back of Brooke’s neck and angled her head up as Taylor lowered her own, as her other hand landed on Brooke’s waist and pulled her right up against her own body, a hum reverberating from her throat at the contact.
Brooke’s hands landed on her shoulders, before falling down her arms, her sides, to land on her waist, and then sliding around her back. Her touch was frantic, like she didn’t know where she wanted to touch on Taylor but that she also wanted it everywhere.
It was like she’d thought about this as much as Taylor herself had.
Because she couldn’t stop touching, either. From Brooke’s hair, loosening the bun so that she could thread her fingers through those soft, wavy locks, stroking down over Brooke’s jaw. Tracing the outline of her ear.
She felt Brooke melt against her. The tension she’d held in seemingly every muscle in her body in the last month dissipated, falling away as she gave herself into Taylor. Into their kiss.
The want and need that she’d been trying so hard to cap for weeks filtered through her, leaving her hands shaking from it as she nipped at Brooke’s bottom lip, before running her tongue over it and swallowing Brooke’s groan.
She needed more.
She slid her arms around Brooke and held her close, wanting the connection more than oxygen, as she pressed kisses against Brooke’s jaw, her chin, to get to her neck.
Where she started giving the slow, open-mouthed kisses she knew would drive Brooke crazy while it also allowed Taylor to totally lose herself in her. Tasting Brooke, smelling her hair, feeling her move, hearing those sounds caught in her throat right next to her ear…
“Don’t do this to me if you’re going to leave, Taylor,” Brooke’s voice was hoarse, breathless, as she panted for air. “If this is just – you got caught up in us and Faircombe or whatever, then let it stay there. Don’t do this if you’re going to leave again.”
The sound of her words reached Taylor’s ears in spite of the blood rushing through her and she slowed. For a long moment, she stayed with her lips against the soft skin of Brooke’s neck. Relishing in the feelings flooding her, almost to the point of overwhelming her but not quite.
Before she lifted her head to look down at Brooke, not releasing her from her arms.
Even the night Brooke had confessed her feelings, she hadn’t sounded like this. This was true vulnerability. This was a true, raw fear.
Taylor had never heard it from Brooke before; honestly, it wouldn’t have been a sound she’d ever expect to hear from her, either.
And it was because she was the only one who could cause it.
She thought to the times Brooke had imposed those rules – no flirting, no touching, the unspoken rule of not talking about the future – it was always to protect this. This softness deep inside.
Taylor wasn’t a material girl, never had been. Not even with her newfound excitement over owning material goods in her own studio space or her own room.
Brooke giving this part of herself to her was the most incredible gift she would ever have. She knew it.
“I’m not leaving,” she promised, and none of the nerves appeared in the seconds that she waited for them. She quickly shook her head. “I mean, I’ll take trips. But they’ll be – trips,” she stressed. “More like normal people take them. As much like a normal person as I can be, anyway.”
“You couldn’t be normal if you tried,” Brooke murmured, and Taylor felt Brooke stroke her hand up to cup her jaw, tilting her head down so that they held each other’s eyes. “It’s the best and the worst thing about you.”
Taylor stroked her fingers over Brooke’s back as she was help captivated in those hazel eyes.
“I think you’ve been ahead of me, Brooke. I think you’ve been two steps ahead of me when it comes to what’s between us for our entire lives,” she confessed. “Because I’ve always felt drawn to you. I’ve always thought of you, even when we aren’t together. And that – do you know how many people I’ve met? We were never even really close, not… traditionally, anyway. But you were always here,” she tapped her temple.
She pulled back just enough so she could lower her hand to rest over her chest. Where her heart pounded, steadily, but not because she was scared about how to reconcile whatever was going to happen when it came to her future. But because this was everything she wanted, here in her arms. She’d never been able to tangibly hold what she’d desperately wanted, before.  
“You’ve always been here, too. And maybe that’s why I could never really fall for anyone else, either. I don’t know.” She swallowed hard, seeing the tenseness in Brooke’s shoulders that was even worse now than she’d ever seen it start to lessen. “I can’t say that it’s always been you. I just know that it’s never been anybody else.”
Brooke stared up at her, eyes searching, before she closed them and nodded. “Okay.”
“Okay? I make that confession, and you say okay?” Taylor asked, a laugh bubbling out of her throat as she shook her head. But still didn’t give them any space.
Brooke arched her eyebrow. “I could have said regards.”
Taylor’s mouth fell open, a delighted warmth filling her. “You know I would have loved it.”
“Yeah, maybe too much,” Brooke retorted.
“Maybe too much,” she agreed.
***
I’m always candid with you all, perhaps overly so at times. So, I’ll be candid now.
The thing is, it has never been a person who has called to me, but a place. There’s been a hunger in me, stronger than anything else, to get to the next destination. To be on the go, to take in all that the world can offer me. I’ve spent decades looking at all of the wonders of the world and believing that there is still more to see.
And I have been right. The world is a glorious, beautiful place. It’s magic and tragedy and timeless and brand new, every day, everywhere. And there will never be enough time in a single lifetime to take it all in, as much as it has been my goal to do so, and it is a worthy goal for all of my fellow travelers.
As you all know, I am someone who has spent my life on the go. My home is where I make it and it’s never made in one place for very long. Because… what a waste of time that would be, right?
I wouldn’t change a single thing with you all. But the big news for everyone is that going forward, I’ll be Made-to-Travel less often.
I’ve only recently come to find that there is a person I yearn for, more than a destination. A person who is magic and timeless and brand new (not tragic, though she thinks my jokes can be), every single day. And somehow, being with her makes me feel at home without wanting to pack my bags.
I will still travel and update you all here. I won’t be disappearing from your lives. But my trips will be far less frequent and for shorter periods of time; I’ll update them on my calendar here for you.
So I’ll admit… Faircombe as a destination? Is a far better fit than I’d have ever guessed. But when you find a woman who makes you feel settled in your soul and when you find a place that celebrates that feeling with you, for you – you’d have to be more than a little crazy to walk away. And I’m only a little crazy.
You really never know what you’re going to find in the long run.
As always,
Taylor



Epilogue
 
“Are you ever going to ask me to marry you?” Taylor’s voice cut through everything else happening in that moment.
And there was a lot happening in the moment.
Still, the shock sluiced so strongly through Brooke that she nearly fell right where she stood, and had to be steadied by Taylor’s hands on her elbows. She could feel them stroking even though her thick parka.
Or maybe she just knew the exact movement Taylor’s hands were making, even if she couldn’t quite feel it.
“Excuse me?” She choked out.
Taylor raised her eyebrows. She looked real innocent for someone who’d shocked Brooke out of nowhere. “You heard me. You’re not even wearing the earmuffs you insisted on having.”
She lifted her gloved hand to touch at Brooke’s earlobe and rub lightly.
Before she asked again, “So?”
Brooke blinked at Taylor, repeatedly, as her mind whirled and tried to catch up with the actual words Taylor had genuinely spoken to her.
Marry her?
“You don’t want to get married,” she finally said, finding some words.
Big brown eyes blinked down at her, this time. “Says who?”
Brooke narrowed her eyes as she reached up to lightly push at Taylor’s shoulders. “Says you! You said it for the first time when you were…” She narrowed her eyes, trying to think back to it. To the exact first time she remembered Taylor saying the words. “Seventeen.”
Taylor’s mouth fell open. “How do you remember that?!”
She shrugged, feeling the back of her neck heat up at the shocked look in those dark eyes. “I just… do. I have a good memory. You know that,” she tersely responded.
It was because Taylor had announced it at the breakfast table while the Vandenbergs and Brooke had been having omelets, and all Brooke had been able to think about at thirteen-going-on-fourteen was the ridiculous and annoying plunging of her stomach as Taylor had denounced the institution of marriage.
She did have a good memory. She just so happened to have an impeccable memory for… Taylor.
Brooke cleared her throat. “Anyway. You said it again when you were thirty. You came home for Savannah’s wedding and you made me dance with you –”
Taylor reached out and looped her arms around Brooke’s neck swaying softly with imaginary music. She should have seen that coming. “Hmm, okay, this one is ringing a bell for me. Keep it going.”
Brooke sighed, but let her hands fall to Taylor’s hips through her jacket and moved with her. She’d gotten used to this, in the last year and a half. The spontaneous, random dancing Taylor liked to do, whether it was by herself or with Brooke.
And for as much as it wasn’t necessarily who she was, she always indulged in it. Her stomach always fluttered with it.
“Anyway, you said that Savannah was getting married so young, but that you hoped it worked out. And that you would never do that to yourself,” she mumbled.
The words hadn’t hurt her then, at twenty-six. She’d been long, long over entertaining the idea in any way that this could happen between them.
Taylor pulled her closer, whispering, “I seem to remember that I didn’t have to force you to dance.”
Brooke closed her eyes at the warm breath washing over her skin, relishing in the feeling. Still, she shook her head. “No, you definitely did.”
“We can agree to disagree. Let’s keep on topic.” Taylor tapped her hands against Brooke’s shoulders, as if scolding her. Like it had been her who had mentioned marriage out of nowhere.
“Is my willingness to dance with you on top of an iceberg in Antarctica not enough of a commitment?” Brooke asked, gesturing to the blinding white around them.
Antarctica was Taylor’s dream. The dream she hadn’t taken the opportunity to see, because she wanted to be with Brooke.
So when Taylor had asked her to come, her voice a little tentative, when she’d been planning the trip for the second time, she hadn’t let herself think about everything – the fact that it was a month long trip, how cold it would be, how much research she had to do to know what to expect. All she’d thought about was that Taylor wanted her adventure, but that she wanted Brooke with her.
Taylor just gave her a knowing look. “Like you haven’t loved it, Brooke. From the second you read four different lists of essentials to pack to bring with you to the arctic.”
“The treading on the boots is really important,” she insisted for about the hundredth time.
Taylor only continued to smile at her. That smile that was so, so full of affection that she gave Brooke every day for some reason or other. Even when Brooke was just being her usual, grumpy self.
“You loved seeing those baby penguins yesterday. I think if I hadn’t stopped you, you would have taken one home. You enjoy it, Brooke. You’re loving this trip even when you’re freezing your ass off. Just like you loved Greece six months ago.”
Taylor might have been right. She had loved Greece. And she… well, she might be loving this even more.
“You already got me to admit that there was more to the world than Faircombe!” She huffed out a breath.
Taylor had used nefarious means to seduce those words from Brooke’s lips. Namely, she’d used her own lips all over Brooke’s body while she’d had Brooke tied to the headboard and… yeah.
It had been fucking amazing.
Taylor swayed closer, taking Brooke’s hand again, holding through the gloves they both had on and somehow, it didn’t feel silly. Maybe it was because of the look in Taylor’s eyes that was so unbearably tender.
“Maybe I’ve said those things in the past… but in the past I was never with you,” Taylor whispered, and it was just enough to be heard over the wind.
“So, you want to get married?” She asked, full of disbelief.
That Taylor wanted marriage as an option at all, that she wanted it with Brooke. Somehow, it had been over a year together, but it still amazed Brooke that after everywhere Taylor had gone and everyone she’d met, somehow she wanted to end up with Brooke in Faircombe.
But after a few months together, she’d finally started to really see that it had been true.
She’d watched for the signs. The signs that Taylor was losing interest, that she was feeling restless. They never came. Taylor had thrown herself into a life in Faircombe the same way she threw herself into everything else.
And when Taylor had taken her first mini-trip – as Taylor had called it. Brooke called it a full-length one, since Taylor had left for three weeks to travel to South Korea – Brooke had barely been able to sleep. Waiting for the moment that Taylor emailed her and said… that was it. She really had missed traveling constantly and it was time to go back to her life.
But – she never did. She came back. She’d come back and ran at Brooke in the airport, encasing her in the tightest, warmest hug. She wouldn’t ever forget that moment, she didn’t think. It was the one where she really knew it. The one where she really knew that Taylor was hers.
Taylor tilted her head to the side, her lips pulling into that wide, full, blinding grin. “Brooke, a proposal?! I had no idea this would be happening here… but I thought you’d never ask.”
She rolled her eyes as she groaned, “Seriously?” But the smile that took over her face felt big enough that it might break her open.
Wasn’t that just the definition of Taylor?
Somehow, Brooke wouldn’t want it any other way.
 



Afterword
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