
        
            
                
            
        

    Synopsis
Brooke Metcalf is an accomplished therapist who’s fallen into a rut she can’t seem to shake. Tegan Cooper is a recent graduate trying to acclimate to a new city before starting the job she’s worked for years to secure. At the nudging of good friends, they end up at the same bar, seeming to have little in common but a desire to do something different. A spark of connection and immediate attraction spurs them to take chances they wouldn’t normally consider, ending with an amazing and affirming one-night stand that leaves both women at peace, until they arrive at work on Monday to find Tegan is a new junior colleague under supervision in the practice where Brooke works.
Shocked and unprepared for the far-reaching fallout of one uncharacteristic encounter, Tegan and Brooke cling to their careers as they start a delicate dance between forging a workplace relationship and protecting their hearts in the process. With the help of amazing colleagues and a determination to do right by everyone in the office, they build a friendship based on mutual care and a healthy respect for boundaries. However, in a business that requires intimate conversations and vulnerable moments, lines between professional and personal soon blur, as the connection that once overtook them proves too powerful to ignore.
Informed Consent is a tender, one-night-to-forever, age-gap romance exploring the wide reach of love, trust, healing, and the courage to embrace what you know to be true even when it doesn’t align with what’s safe or expected.
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For Susie, who dragged my reluctant ass to therapy and saved my life.
#25 is all your fault.



Author’s Note
The characters in this book are mental health professionals, and as such they deal with clients who allude to issues like anxiety, feelings of worthlessness, fear, or thoughts of self-harm. While this book is a romance and at no point do those mental health concerns become the focus of the story, it’s important to realize that real life can be overwhelming. If you or someone you love is in need of mental health support, help is out there. You can start by talking to your doctor or calling the National Mental Health Hotline at 866-903-3787.



CHAPTER ONE
“Ugh.” Brooke waited until her clients’ footsteps faded completely before letting out the sound she’d been holding in since they’d uttered the phrase “filing for divorce.”
It wasn’t that she hadn’t seen it coming. In fact, she’d probably realized the inevitability long before her clients, but that hadn’t made the months that’d followed any easier on any of them. No matter how many times it happened or how many ways she justified the end or examined the power of the process, or even saw the upside of a healthy and amicable separation, she never could quite shake the sense that she hadn’t gotten into this business to bear witness to marriages falling apart.
Then again, there was a correlation to the when and why she’d become a relationship therapist, and lately she’d remembered that more than she had at any other point in the last ten years.
Shaking her head, she closed the leather-bound legal pad in her lap. She didn’t need to go back to her origins again any more than she needed to stay here, sitting in the silence like some morose cliché.
What was done was done, and she … well, was also done.
Pushing up from the elegant, upright armchair she spent much of her days in, she clicked off the soft lighting, closed the door to the cozy little room she’d decorated with care, and put one foot purposefully in front of the other all the way down the hall until she reached the main office.
Gillian glanced up from her laptop and surveyed her only a second before arching her eyebrow in unspoken question.
Brooke blew out a forceful breath and shrugged.
“That good, huh?”
“They’re done.”
Gillian closed the laptop and waited.
“The timeline came as a bit of a surprise, but we all knew it was coming.”
“They started too late.” Gillian’s voice was gentle, a statement of fact without a hint of judgment. “Doesn’t make it any less sad.”
She rolled the characterization over in her mind. She didn’t find the label wrong, so much as incomplete. “I’m feeling more weary than usual.”
“What do you need?”
“A good stiff drink.”
Gillian laughed lightly. “Your place or mine?”
“Actually …” She paused, not sure she wanted to say the thought that popped into her head. “I might want to go out for a little bit.”
Her best friend’s eyebrows shot up under the swoop of auburn hair across her forehead.
“I know, I know, hell may’ve just frozen over, but I’ve been weirdly in my head all week, taking work home with me. You know how it gets sometimes.”
“Of course,” Gillian agreed easily enough, but the lines of concern around her mouth didn’t disappear. “I’m glad you’re aware, as usual, and ready to mix it up. Also, you don’t have to say ‘martini’ twice to me.”
She smiled slightly. “I didn’t say ‘martini.’”
“You implied it though, right?”
“Totally. When are you done for the day?”
“I have one more client.” Gillian said. “Then I need to finish a couple forms for the new supervisee who’s starting on Monday.”
“Already? I’m so sorry I haven’t even asked about her yet. I keep meaning to, but I’m the worst lately.”
“No, you’re the best, and this one is mine to mentor, but I can fill you in later tonight, say at Ambush in an hour and a half?”
“Perfect. I’ll have the first round waiting for you.”
“And truffle fries?” Gillian asked hopefully.
“Obviously.”
“Good. Then I won’t worry about your uncharacteristic need to blow off steam. Nothing is so bad it can’t be fixed with good company and greasy food. I mean, isn’t that what they taught us the first semester of grad school?”
“Something along those lines.” The comment should’ve been funny, or at least lighthearted, but it came out sounding tired, and Brooke rolled out her neck a bit. “I might go right there and get us a table before the hipsters arrive.”
“Yeah, we don’t need any neckbeards blocking our line of sight to the cute bartenders.”
“All the bartenders there are, like, fourteen-year-olds.”
“Pretty sure they’re legally not,” Gillian said, “and if you’re reaching the point where you’re too down to even cast a little sideways glance—”
“No.” Brooke cut her off. “I’m not going to listen to the live-a-little lecture from you of all people. It’s bad enough I get that shit from Robin.”
“Maybe we should invite her, too. She always gets the best service and the heaviest pours.”
“Sure, bring her along if she’s free, but I’m sure she’s got something more exciting planned. Probably going base jumping.”
Gillian snorted. “Or hang gliding.”
“Scuba diving.”
“Bull riding.”
“Formula One racing.”
“Espionage.”
They both cracked up.
“Okay.” Gillian rose from the table. “Now that I’ve heard you laugh, you can go. And while I won’t promise to keep the live-a-little clichés to a minimum tonight, I’ll wingman for you, because there’s more than one way to blow off steam. Issues of consent are kind of my specialty.”
She rolled her eyes. “I thought we were taking off work.”
“If you don’t want the spiel, I expect you to have already started the decompression process before I get there.”
She nodded and held open the door. “I’m on it.”
When Gillian headed toward her own cozy little workspace, Brooke turned the other direction and stepped outside, making the time to take note of the exact moment her foot crossed the threshold between where she worked and the rest of the wide world.

“I can’t find the book I started right before leaving.” Tegan rummaged through her third cardboard box.
“Good,” Naomi said in her ear.
“Not good. I don’t have much stuff.” She stood and glanced around her studio apartment. She could take in everything but the bathroom in one single sweep. “If it’s not here, I might’ve left it back in my old apartment, or your car.”
“I’ll check tomorrow.”
“Can you check tonight? I don’t want to sit here wondering about it.”
“I don’t want you to, either, which is why I’m not going to look.”
“What?”
“You need to go out.” Naomi took up her old chorus.
“Not a chance.”
“I’ll make you a deal. I’ll look for your book as soon as you text me a picture of you at a bar or a restaurant.”
“Hard no. I just got here. My place is in boxes.”
“It’s like twelve boxes. You can do it tomorrow. You don’t even have a TV. If you stay in, you’ll obsess.”
“Plan,” she corrected. “I’m going to plan.”
“You’ve been planning for seven years. Now you get to live.”
“I have to start a new job on Monday. That’s my life for the foreseeable future.”
“Exactly!” Naomi practically shouted into her earbud. “You’ve been in school for ages. You start work in three days. This weekend is your window. You need to jump through it. Tonight’s your first night in a new city surrounded by new people. Grab that shit by the horns. You don’t want to rumble from one rut to another.”
She sighed. They’d talked about this extensively over the last few months, and Tegan didn’t disagree, in theory. This move signified so much, and she did want to make the most of every opportunity, but she hadn’t planned on having to do so all on her first night. “I don’t even know where I’d go or what I’d do. I’m not like you. I don’t even know how to take a public bus yet. There’s traffic and people, and we saw, like, seventy-five restaurants on our way into town. How would I choose?”
“Just pick one. Preferably a gay one. I saw rainbow flags all up and down your street. You know if I’d been able to hang around, I would’ve visited all of them.”
“How about I wait until you come back to visit?”
“Nope.” Naomi shot her down hard. “By then you’ll be in a routine, up to your eyeballs in new clients, and working diligently day and night. I know you.”
“You also know I need to anchor myself, to feel at home, to curl up under my blanket and watch sappy movies on my laptop.”
“No, that’s what you want, and you’ll do tons of it in the coming months, I promise. But it’s not what you need tonight.” Naomi’s voice softened. “I know it’s overwhelming. I worry about you closing yourself off. You’ve worked too hard to live the same life in a new place. Anchor yourself to the difference. Remind yourself how far you’ve come. See your new surroundings. Experience the things you’ve denied yourself or had denied to you.”
Her heart rate dropped a few ticks. “I want to. I do. I’m only a hermit out of habit, but where would I even start?”
“Hold, please.”
Naomi hummed a happy little tune for a mere thirty seconds before saying, “Ambush. One block from your house, generally queer, looks like they serve food and drinks in the front, and there’s a dance area with another bar in the back. I’ll track you on your phone, and if you’re there for at least twenty minutes, I’ll text you about your book.”
“Oh, fuck the book,” she grumbled.
“Well, if that isn’t telling.”
“What?”
“The only fucking you’ve experienced in months has been via books. Don’t think I don’t know about all the sapphic smut you read.”
“I’m not ashamed of liking a steamy romance.”
“Which is all the more reason to go out and get one of your own.”
She sighed. She didn’t want to argue against her own romantic prospects. “I’m open to it, but I also know the odds of meeting people while working full-time and trying to satisfy career requirements and struggling to make ends meet.”
“I’m not talking about getting married. I just think between grad school and the start of a selfless career, you deserve one night to get sloshed and pick up a hottie who will rail you on that floor mattress of yours for a few hours.”
Tegan snorted at the image. “I couldn’t bring someone back here, even if I did want a one-night stand, which, by the way, I have never had.”
“This is your chance. The clock is ticking down to Monday. If you don’t get a wild night in before then, you might regret it for the rest of your life.”
“Dramatic.”
“But not wrong,” Naomi said. “Be honest. Wouldn’t it feel amazing to let someone adore you for a few hours instead of always looking out for everyone else?”
She didn’t answer, which, of course, was kind of an answer. She knew the truth, and Naomi did, too, which was why she’d chosen to make that particular argument.
“Look,” Naomi continued gently. “You deserve good things. You’re a catch in every possible way, and if you don’t have space to live in your awesomeness full-time, at least let yourself revel for a few hours. Besides, you have to eat, and I know you haven’t got jack shit in your fridge.”
She laughed. “Oh, you saved your strongest point for last.”
“Desperate times and desperate women, my friend. Lean in. Maybe some totally sexy local will find your boho charm appealing.”
“Stranger things have happened, I suppose, but don’t be hard on me if I go grab a bite to eat and end up in bed early.”
“Sounds like a great plan,” Naomi said responsibly, then added, “so long as you’re not in bed alone.”
“I’m hanging up now.”
“But you’re going to the bar, right?”
“You’ll know soon enough, you crazy stalker.”
“I love you, too.”
She lifted her phone, but before she disconnected, she heard Naomi shout, “Order a grown-up drink!”
She laughed again and shook her head. If she were really going to break so far out of her comfort zone to go to a new place, in a new city, entirely on her own, she would order whatever kind of drink suited her.



CHAPTER TWO
Brooke glanced at her phone for the third time in three minutes. Thirty minutes alone in a bar felt way longer than thirty minutes at home alone on the couch. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been out in public like this without one of her colleagues with her. Maybe Gillian had a right to be concerned. If work affected her enough to make her break away from her usual de-stressing mechanisms, maybe she should examine that a little harder instead of simply ordering an extra-dirty martini and a double serving of truffle fries.
Still, Gillian should be there soon, as would the food, so she felt relatively certain the conversation would wander back to that point eventually. She sipped her martini and glanced around the room. She didn’t know anyone here. She wasn’t really a hang-out-at-the-local-bar kind of woman, but she didn’t live far away, her office was in the general vicinity, and she used a gym down the block. Plus, several of her clients lived in this part of town, but many of them probably didn’t paint the town with their partners right after marital therapy. The thought made her uncharacteristically sad, and she shook it off.
“Try again.” She encouraged herself in a small, gentle whisper. The music was good, currently Kelly Clarkson at a decibel level that didn’t shatter her ability to think. There were enough people there to keep the place from feeling depressing, but not enough to constitute crowded. She’d had no trouble securing a spot at the end of the bar near the front window, and she could watch people passing by on their way home from work, or out to meet friends, or …
The woman outside now caught her attention, younger, beautiful in an unimposing way, with lush brown hair and a nervous smile. She glanced up at the sign overhead, then stopped. Her eyes fluttered to the door and back up again as if to confirm she had the right place. Then her chest rose and fell as if she’d had to take a deep breath.
Brooke felt a tinge of affection for her immediately, then shook her head and turned back toward the bar, glad her compassion reserves hadn’t drained completely. It wasn’t hard to remember being that age and trying to summon the nerve to step into a new place, especially a gay place, or for a blind date. She didn’t know which the woman was screwing up the courage to face, but she liked her for doing so, and she smiled slightly as she heard the door open behind her.
Glancing at her watch again, she realized another five minutes had passed, a new record for watch checking, and, also, about time for Gillian to be getting off work. She raised her finger slightly to get the bartender’s attention and called her over.
“Can I go ahead and order another martini?” Then glancing at the half-full one in her hand she added, “Not for me, a friend’s on the way. I want to have one waiting for her.”
“Sure.” The bartender shrugged as if she didn’t care one way or the other before turning slightly, “And for you?”
“Oh.” The woman from outside pushed up to the bar. “Already? I, um, I don’t know yet. I mean, would it be okay if I ask you to come back?”
The bartender shrugged again and walked away, and the woman next to Brooke slumped slightly, muttering, “Shit.”
Brooke chuckled, causing the woman to look at her with hazel eyes and a slight blush in her perfect complexion. “Sorry.”
“Not at all. And don’t worry, she’ll be back. She’s got to bring another drink to me.”
“Good. She kind of caught me off guard. I didn’t expect to have to make my choice so soon.”
“Decision fatigue is a thing.”
“Right?” The woman’s eyes danced as she climbed onto a stool. “Why do so few people know about it? Everyone experiences it, but they never draw the connection between the way their muscles or their voice can fatigue but when it comes to the individual parts of their brain… Sorry, I get a little wonky about brain stuff sometimes.”
“Brain stuff is interesting,” Brooke said, charmed by the term, and the chagrin with which it was delivered.
“Still, I didn’t intend to glom on to you. I’m just a little overwhelmed tonight, which is also not your problem.”
“Actually, it kind of is my problem tonight as well. Not your overwhelmedness, my own.”
The woman’s eyes ran over Brooke more slowly, as if taking her in fully before rendering a verdict. “You don’t look it with your classy attire and sophisticated drink over there. I, on the other hand, couldn’t find anything but old jeans in my moving boxes. Then I couldn’t even order a drink, and now I’m rambling again. Is that my scattered mental state, or are you the kind of person people overshare to?”
Brooke hid a larger smile behind the rim of her glass. “I wouldn’t say ‘overshare,’ but open up to, yes.”
The woman sighed. “I usually am, too. I like it, but not everyone does. I’m pretty good with boundaries though. Blink twice or tug your ear, and I’ll walk away.”
“Not at all. I’ve been sitting here with my own thoughts for half an hour, waiting for a colleague. A little conversation would probably be good.”
“In that case, I’m Tegan, and I’m new in town.” She extended her hand, and Brooke shook it.
“Hi Tegan, I’m Brooke, and I’m old in town.”
“Born and raised in Buffalo?
“The Southtowns.”
Tegan shook her head, “I don’t know the area.”
“Suburbs,” she clarified. “I moved into the city for school, and I’ve been in this neighborhood about ten years.”
“I guess it’s a good sign you’ve stayed. The place must have something going for it.”
“Good food, gay friendly, diverse, decent theaters, an arts scene.”
Tegan brightened a bit. “Thanks, that helps.”
“How so?”
“I’m in a studio apartment down the street. It’s small, but the city feels so big and busy, and there’s sirens all the time.”
“You’re close to hospitals, not a violent crime center,” Brooke offered soothingly. “They might still keep you awake at night for a while, but you don’t need to worry.”
Tegan’s smile spread from sweet and polite to genuinely happy. “I hate to admit it, but I think my best friend may’ve been right.”
“Isn’t it annoying when that happens? Mine does the same thing all the time. What was yours right about?”
“She told me I shouldn’t sit in my apartment all night letting my mind run around in circles. Two minutes of talking to an actual person, and I already feel my blood pressure going down. And the thing is, I of all people should’ve understood.”
“You probably did,” Brooke offered. “You’re just elevated right now.”
“Yes.” Tegan laughed. “I was working myself right into lizard-brain territory.”
“I’m familiar with the concept, and now that you mention it, my best friend may’ve been right about some things, too.”
“Well, I’d toast to best friends, but I still haven’t decided on a drink, and the bartender is working this way.”
“If you want the extra martini I ordered, you’re welcome to it.”
Tegan grimaced. “Thank you, but my best friend isn’t right about everything. She told me to order a grown-up drink, but I cannot cope with anything bitter right now.”
“Meh.” Brooke waved her hand. “Order whatever pops into your brain. It’s one glass, not a thirty-year mortgage.”
Tegan laughed again. “That’s perfect.”
The bartender approached with Gillian’s martini and turned to Tegan expectantly. She closed her eyes for a second, and Brooke found herself waiting to hear whatever answer she had perched on those pressed lips.
When those eyes flashed open, bright and full of mirth, Tegan said, “I’d like a strawberry daiquiri.”
Brooke smiled for several different reasons, not the least of which was the contrast between the hint of color in Tegan’s cheeks and the quirk at the corner of her mouth. She’d wanted the drink more than she’d wanted to appear cool or classy. She clearly knew it wasn’t trendy, but she’d still chosen something sweet, fun, genuine, and unpretentious.
Brooke lifted her own glass to give herself something else to focus on. It wasn’t unusual for her to notice the details of someone else’s body language, but it was uncharacteristic for her to find those details quite so enjoyable.

Tegan’s drink arrived in all its slushy, pink glory, and she tried not to cast a sideways glance at Brooke to check her reaction. It didn’t matter what this woman thought of her, or at least she tried to tell herself that, but damn. How had she happened to sit down next to someone so exquisitely put together?
She took a careful sip, desperate not to pour the daiquiri down the front of her sweater. At least hers was black instead of the cream color Brooke had chosen to wear to a bar, or maybe she’d come straight from work, because she certainly had that business elegant thing working for her in charcoal slacks and ankle boots … and now she’s probably seen me checking her out.
Thankfully, if Brooke noticed the once-over, she didn’t seem to mind, as she only arched her eyebrow. “What brought you to Buffalo?”
“Work. I recently graduated. I’m in a field where I can’t quite do my own thing yet, but it’s not quite an internship, which is good because I’ve already done two of those, if we’re counting such things.”
“Which you are.”
“Totally. I felt ready to branch out professionally and personally, but now, of course I’m having second thoughts.”
“Because the city is big and loud?”
“And I’m hours from home, which shouldn’t matter because I don’t actually have anything to hold onto there, but I’m drowning in student debt, and this is my first time living on my own. I don’t even have a car or know my colleagues. I’ve only met the boss, and how are two interviews supposed to tell if you should pack up your entire existence? But I desperately want to get off on the right foot, and oh my God, am I depressing the hell out of you right now?”
“Not at all,” Brooke said quickly. “I remember those days. Sometimes it feels like a lifetime ago, but you’ve pulled up all those emotions in me, and it’s kind of nice to experience the nervous excitement of standing on the cusp of something new and exciting and terrifying instead of my daily rigmarole.”
“Yeah? What do you do for a living?”
Brooke opened her mouth, then paused, but before she could forge on, her phone buzzed in her pocket. She fished it out and glanced at the screen. “Sorry, I have to get this.”
“Sure.” Tegan looked down at her drink as if doing so could make her seem less eavesdroppy, but she still heard everything, or at least everything from Brooke’s end.
“Hey, are you on your way? ... Oh shit … Do you want me to come back? ... All right … No, I’m fine … Yeah, I ordered, but it’s okay … Don’t worry. I’m a fully functional adult.” She snorted softly, humor mixed with something more sardonic, making it clear Brooke was talking to the aforementioned best friend. The sound made Tegan happy.
“I will.” Brooke glanced at Tegan and lowered her voice. “I mean, I kind of have. We’ll talk later.”
They sat there quietly for a few seconds, waiting to see which one of them would address the obvious, but before either of them could, the bartender returned with a plate full of enough French fries to feed an entire basketball team, and Brooke burst out laughing.
It was such a glorious sound, loud and rich and full, and it curled into her consciousness until she couldn’t help but join in. She wasn’t even sure what Brooke found funny, but the absurdity of the situation felt contagious, and soon they were both laughing so hard, she wiped a tear from the corner of her eye.
Brooke took a fry and bit it in half. “Help yourself.”
“I couldn’t eat your dinner.”
“Clearly someone will have to. Do I look like a woman capable of consuming an entire mountain of fries alone?”
Tegan shrugged. “I don’t want to admit to my own crimes against potato products, but let me say I’d be in no position to judge if you did.”
“Well, okay, I could, but I’d regret it, and they don’t reheat well.”
“I take it your friend isn’t coming.”
She shook her head, and Tegan didn’t exactly feel sad at the news.
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. It’s the job. We work together.”
“Do you need to go?”
“No, our colleague’s still in the office if she needs help, but I can’t talk about specifics.”
“I get it. Besides, who wants to talk about work on a Friday night?”
Brooke sighed. “I’m supposed to enjoy myself tonight, and honestly, I kind of am. So, thank you. But, also, we’ve reversed roles.”
“How?”
“You were worried you’d entrapped me, but now I’m the one without other plans.”
“So, same position, not reversed so much,” Tegan corrected. “I didn’t exactly find a group of friends or get hit on while you were on your forty-second phone call.”
“Really? Seems like an oversight on the part of everyone else in here.”
“Undoubtedly, but you have fries now, so I don’t think you’ll get rid of me before they’re gone.”
Brooke slid the plate in between them. “You start from your side, and I’ll start from mine. We’ll meet in the middle.”
Tegan popped one into her mouth, then moaned, “Oh my God, what’s on these?”
“Truffle oil and parmesan.”
“Shut your mouth!” She snagged another. “Are all the Buffalo queers like super rich, or did I happen to walk into the most bougie bar in town?”
Brooke shook her head. “Just a normal one.”
“Where I’m from, we don’t drizzle expensive oil over our trashy food.”
“Welcome to the big city. If you’re impressed that easily, wait until you try poutine.”
“Sounds gay. I’m in.”
Brooke laughed. “Canadian, but also, yes. I’m happy to share all the culinary secrets with our newest resident. What else are you into?”
She blew out a heavy breath. “How do I know what I don’t know? I hadn’t even thought about new foods. I’ve mostly focused on the experience of getting away from the area where I grew up and going out to places where no one knew my parents or siblings.”
“That’s no small thing.”
“Yeah? Did you run from your family?”
“Longer, more complicated story, but I did my own breaking free and rebuilding. It’s hard, but in my case, totally worth it.”
“Really?”
Brooke paused as if checking with herself or her memories. “Actually yeah, and thank you. I think maybe I needed to remember that today. I’ve come a long way from who I used to be, and I’m definitely better off.”
“I’m a little envious of your hindsight.”
“You’ll have your own soon enough. Oh my God, does that make me sound old?”
“Not at all,” Tegan assured, as she now kept a steady stream of fries moving from the plate to her mouth. “You sound centered. I’m envious. I love the idea of a fresh chance to reinvent myself, or to invent myself for the first time. I feel like up until this point, other people have made too many formative choices for me. Now I get to approach the task with my own intentionality. Or maybe I’m just deluding myself.”
“I don’t think so.” Brooke’s tone grew soft and serious. “I’m impressed. Most people go their whole lives without understanding what you casually threw out there.”
“You’re working wonders for my self-esteem. Most of my friends accuse me of overthinking everything.”
Brooke nodded, her forehead creasing slightly. “I’m familiar with the habit.”
“Is that why you’re here tonight?” The question was bold, but something about Brooke made her feel comfortable enough to pry a little.
“Something along those lines,” Brooke admitted.
“Basically, we’re two peas in a pod.”
“I hope not,” Brooke said. “We cannot both go to a bar hoping to break free only to end up finding the one person in the room more dedicated to swimming downward.”
“No.” Tegan shook her head. “That’d be bad. We’re going to make each other better. We’ll beat the odds, plus we’re getting carb drunk on this greasy goodness.”
“As long as you don’t let me get regular drunk.” Brooke held up a martini in both hands. “Both of these are mine now.”
“Deal,” Tegan agreed. “I’m pretty sure I won’t get totally sloshed on my barely legal, spring break slushy here.”
“Spring break slushy?” Brooke laughed. “I’m stealing that.”
“The term, not my actual drink, right?”
“One hundred percent, not drinking any alcohol with red dye number five in it.”
She laughed. “Sure, you sit over there feeling healthy with your mammoth serving of fried food topped with extra kinds of oil.”
“Touché.”
Tegan grinned. How was this so easy? The lack of strings? Brooke’s wit and affability? Or was this the new her peeking through without the confines of who she’d been?
Her phone vibrated, and she glanced at it to see a text from Naomi. “Your book’s in my car.”
She shook her head.
“Uh-oh. Is that your rescue call?” Brooke asked.
“Not even a little bit. My instigator. She told me she wouldn’t look for a missing book of mine unless I came to a bar and stayed long enough to suit her.”
“And have you passed the test?”
“Apparently. She found the book.”
“That’s something. Now what’ll it cost you to have her send it back?”
“Good question.” She typed it back to Naomi. It took all of thirty seconds to get her response, and Tegan must’ve smiled, because Brooke leaned a little closer. “She wants to see a picture of the woman I found to occupy me long enough to stay.”
Brooke pressed her lips together, and Tegan wondered if she was trying to hide her concern or annoyance at such a childish little power play, but the corners of her mouth quirked up. “Maybe you should send her a picture of the fries, but if you need a person to serve as literary ransom, I’ll do my best to appear worthy.”
“Seriously?” She couldn’t believe her luck, or that Naomi’s audacity had actually paid off.
“Sure, do you need me to hold up today’s paper or something?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never asked anyone to take a ransom photo before.”
“It’s a night of firsts for both of us.” The thought sent a little shiver through Tegan that only grew when Brooke added, “How about you get in it, too? Like a ransom selfie.”
“Yeah.” She nodded, hoping she didn’t appear as eager as she felt, then slid off her stool to stand next to Brooke. She had a moment of hesitation, not quite sure what to do with her hands, but as she lifted the phone and wrapped her arm along Brooke’s shoulder to get them both in the frame, she caught her first glimpse of them together.
They both smiled, natural, authentic … perfect.



CHAPTER THREE
Brooke rested her elbows on the bar and fought the urge to lean even further over the now empty plate between them. How had that happened?
She couldn’t remember the last time an evening had gotten away from her, but the sun had long since set while the street outside grew dark and busy with weekend revelers. The bar filled and the music grew louder, but neither she nor Tegan surrendered their prime real estate, though they’d scooted closer together. Ostensibly, each small shift had some logical explanation like making room for other patrons or trying to hear each other over the increasing din, but now their knees brushed against each other’s and neither of them seemed inclined to back away.
“So, the legends about Buffalo and snow …” Tegan arched her eyebrow. “Media hype or the real deal?”
“It’s wicked,” Brooke admitted. “I don’t care what you’ve seen on the news, you’re not prepared.”
“I didn’t grow up in Florida. I’ve survived winters before.”
Brooke shook her head. “If you haven’t experienced lake effect snow, it’s not the same, but don’t let people freak you out. We’re professional snow worshipers here. We don’t hibernate, we become hot cocoa connoisseurs. There’s ice skating and tobogganing and curling.”
“Curling, like with brooms?”
“Yeah, I don’t participate, but one of my colleagues is always doing crazy things in winter, polar bear plunges and ice caves and God knows what else.”
“Why don’t you join her?”
“I’m more of a roaring-fire-with-a-warm-tea-and-a-good-book kind of winter woman.”
“I don’t even know which one I am.” Tegan sounded a little sad to admit it.
“Another thing to look forward to finding out in about five months. You have some fun self-exploration ahead.”
Tegan placed a hand on Brooke’s knee. “Thank you for putting it that way. I feel so far behind the curve sometimes.”
“I doubt it. You seem to have an incredible grasp on where you’re at for someone your age.”
“My age? How old do you think I am?”
“Seems like a loaded question,” Brooke said quickly, but that didn’t stop her from using it as an excuse to openly examine Tegan’s beautiful features. Her skin, smooth and golden, seemed unlikely to survive past thirty, and her slender waist certainly didn’t speak to a slowing metabolism, especially with as many French fries as she’d consumed without stopping to breathe, but there was a different kind of hunger about her, too. The excitement mixed with apprehension in her voice, the easy self-deprecation of her humor, the deep, hopeful curiosity in her hazel eyes. And her lashes, God they were thick and dark and lush, like her lips—Brooke’s breath caught as she realized none of those last few characteristics had anything to do with ascertaining her age and everything to do with attraction. She quickly yanked her thoughts back to the question. “Twenty-five?”
“See?” Tegan laughed. “You’d think, given where I am with the whole finishing grad school and starting the career thing. Twenty-five would track, but I’ll be twenty-nine this fall and still under hyper career supervision.”
Brooke rolled her eyes. It wasn’t something she did often, but she felt increasingly aware she wasn’t in work mode tonight. “I was the same age when I finally moved from a job to a career. It’s not uncommon. Honestly, I think it made me better at what I do. I had more life experiences to pull from.”
“See?” Tegan rolled her neck out a little, revealing more of her elegant throat. “That’s what I try to tell myself, but it never sounds nearly as convincing in my internal voice as it does when you say it.”
“Maybe because saying things into the world gives them a greater sense of gravity.”
“I like that. I need to remember to tell my therapist next time we talk.”
Brooke bit the inside of her cheek to keep from responding too fast. She might’ve had a harder time suppressing her knee-jerk reactions if Tegan didn’t still have a hand resting lightly atop her actual knee. This was not a moment to slide back into work mode. A part of her ached to do the opposite, so she said, “Well, I’ve got a solid ten years on you, so maybe chalk it up to an older and wiser perspective.”
Then she kicked herself, because who, in a massive bout of physical attraction, points out the significant age gap between herself and the person she’s currently drawn to?
Thankfully, Tegan responded in just the right way. “No shit? I got the sense you were way more put together than I am because you’re rocking the centered, elegant look, but I would’ve guessed like a couple of years older than me. Good for you.”
She laughed. “Thank you?”
“No, seriously, I’m good at pegging people. As a superior judge of character, I can say you’ve got this appealing sort of grace. Oh God, did that sound horrible? Do I seem like someone who’s about to tell you what color your aura is?”
Brooke laughed harder. “No, not at all, but now I kind of want to know what color my aura is.”
“I’m sad I can’t see them. If I had to guess, I’d say ‘blue green’?”
“Why?”
“I already told you I have no frame of reference. Maybe because that’s my favorite color, or maybe because it’s the color of your eyes.” Tegan pushed the plate out of the way and dropped her head to the bar. “Did I just tell you your eyes were my favorite color?”
“I think you did.” She lifted her martini, trying to steady herself from the little thrill the revelation caused, but the drink was empty.
“Ugh, I’m bad at this,” Tegan groaned.
“Bad at what?”
Tegan sat up and gestured between them. “Meeting people I like without being an awkward dweeb.”
“I disagree.”
“I don’t get out a whole lot.”
“Me either.” Brooke sighed. “Truth be told, I’m only here because I’m feeling a little desperate to break out of a rut I’ve been in for longer than I realized. For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing better than I am. I haven’t even made a guess at your aura.”
Tegan snorted, but her vibrant smile returned, causing Brooke’s chest to tighten with an enjoyable sort of discomfort. She wanted more, even if she wasn’t ready to figure out exactly how.
“Naomi, my creepy ransom-photo friend, so take it for what it’s worth, says that’s the point for me, too, to break the mold of who I’ve always been before I start my new job and get tied up trying to be someone I haven’t quite become yet.”
“I hate to admit it because your friend’s methods are suspect, but there’s wisdom in being aware of transition times. It’s easy to accept being generally content with where the road takes you rather than continuing to push yourself toward something more.”
Tegan leaned closer and affected an almost conspiratorial tone. “What have you forgotten to push for?”
She sighed, but she didn’t feel exasperated or exhausted. Energy crackled between them, and she longed to meet it. “I haven’t thought about pushing for anything in a long time. Isn’t that sad?”
“Yeah.” Tegan agreed without hesitation, and Brooke rushed to qualify the statement without fully understanding why.
“I’m not unhappy. I have a great house, a meaningful job, a couple of wonderful colleagues. Ugh, I’m so secure and stable, and I’m grateful, but now I’m starting to wonder if I’ve let achieving my goals keep me from setting new ones. I can’t even remember the last time I pondered what I’m missing by being content to be comfortable.”
Tegan closed the distance between them and kissed her. The move was wholly unexpected, a firecracker flash of color across the dark sky with a swift sizzle in the silence of her life. Brooke was taken aback, but she didn’t exactly pull away. Her body processed what her mind couldn’t, registering the press of soft, full lips, the taste of strawberry, the hitch of her breath. Then it was over entirely too fast, and she felt herself falling forward in an attempt not to lose the contact she’d yet to let herself crave.
She and Tegan’s eyes fluttered open at the same time, and they stared at each other for a second.
“I hope you don’t mind,” Tegan finally said, the curl of her lips suggesting she already knew the answer. “I couldn’t sit there a minute longer listening to you talk like that without finding out exactly what I was missing.”
She shook her head slowly. “I don’t mind.”
“I had to know,” Tegan continued. “For once in my life, I wanted to know what it felt like to lean into a perfect moment without overthinking.”
“And?” She held her breath, waiting for the answer that would determine what happened next.
“Ten out of ten. Totally recommend.”
“Good.” Brooke nodded, finding the idea wildly appealing. “I should give it a try sometime.”
Tegan’s smile spread. “No time like the present.”
For once, Brooke didn’t have to be told twice. She tilted forward and connected with her again. This time the surprise that had overwhelmed her before gave way to the pure luxury of Tegan’s lips. She was so beautifully open, meeting her without pushing. They moved together, evenly, easily. The sweet heat spreading between them blossomed. She placed both her hands on Tegan’s legs, intending only to steady herself, but as she skimmed against firm muscle under the tight denim, the heat became a fire.
Suddenly, the lips that had felt like such a big leap to kiss seemed merely one small step to so much more. The realization took a few seconds to sink in, and when it worked its way past all the physical sensations vying for space in her brain, she sat back.
Tegan was stunning, her eyes still closed as she ran her tongue lightly across her lower lip as if tasting the hint of Brooke there. The sight caused something in her usually impressive restraint to snap.
Thankfully, she didn’t have to articulate the new hunger rising in her now, because as soon as Tegan collected herself she said, “I think it might be time to pay the check.”

Tegan couldn’t believe what was happening. Or at least what she thought was happening as Brooke walked her to her door. Neither one of them had the nerve to give voice to what they intended to do when they left the bar, but by some unspoken agreement, they left together.
Strolling down the block in the cool night air, she did everything she could to appear casual, like she’d done this before, like she knew for sure what came next, but when she reached her building, she fumbled with the key before turning to Brooke. “Would you like to come up? I mean, I get the sense you would, and I’d like you to, in case you needed to hear some affirmation.”
“I do appreciate hearing that.” Brooke’s smile held more than a hint of relief. “And I think I would like to come up.”
“Good.” She turned and opened the door, kicking herself for not being able to summon something more articulate or smooth, but embarrassment didn’t dampen the realization Brooke had agreed. As she climbed the stairs, she remembered what her place looked like. “I’m sorry it’s not nicer. My stuff’s mostly in boxes, and the bed is basically on the floor, not that I’m making assumptions about using the bed.”
“Tegan.” As they reached the landing, Brooke caught her hand and gently turned her around until their eyes met.
“Yes?”
“I’m nervous, too.”
“Oh, thank God.” She sagged into her, and the moment their bodies connected more fully, she remembered the impulse that had brought them this far into unfamiliar territory. “I’ve never connected with someone as quickly and easily as you.”
Brooke kissed her temple. “I’m in the same boat, but I’m very happy to be here with you, and not because I’m expecting a lavish apartment or lush bedding.”
She lifted her head. “What are you expecting?”
Brooke considered the question for a second. “I expect us to figure out what comes next together, with the same openness that’s guided us all evening.”
Tegan placed her hands on Brooke’s hips and pulled her so close their bodies pressed flush together. Her voice sounded lower even to her own ears as she said, “You’re gloriously perfect.”
Brooke opened her mouth, looking as if she might argue or undercut the statement, but she didn’t get the chance because Tegan smothered any possible objection.
The kiss wasn’t measured or paced. She surrendered to her own desire, running one hand up Brooke’s back until her fingers tangled in the blonde hair brushing past strong shoulders. They made out, there atop the stairs, her back pressed to the door of an apartment that had been hers for only a few hours. If Brooke’s lips hadn’t been working wonders against her own, she might’ve been able to convince herself none of this was her real life, but there was no objective distance when Brooke cupped her face in her hands. The touch was so beautifully intimate, she parted her lips to invite more.
Tegan started to snake her hand around Brooke’s waist, only to remember she was still holding the keys and they weren’t actually in private yet. Still, even with those thoughts floating through her brain, she didn’t quite have the coordination to do anything about it. Thankfully, Brooke managed to assess the situation more quickly or more fully, because of course she did. She slipped the keys from Tegan’s fingers and turned the lock with all the grace one would expect from someone so seemingly flawless.
She managed not to fall ass over elbows as the door gave way and, instead, pulled Brooke inside with her, kicking it closed behind them. They kissed with increased abandon, tongues touching for the first time as they reveled in the freedom of complete privacy. She sucked Brooke’s lower lip between her teeth, testing and tasting. She reached for Brooke’s hands to find them still holding the keys. Taking them from her, she tried to toss them on the end table, but missed. They both smiled at the sound of them clattering to the floor.
“And you thought you weren’t smooth,” Brooke mumbled against the corner of her mouth.
“Oh, you like the bumble-and-crash approach I’ve got working here?”
“Very charming.”
She laughed. “Wait until you see me try to get out of these multiple layers of clothes.”
Brooke leaned back, her eyes a darker shade of blue now. “Let me help.”
Hands slipped inside Tegan’s open jacket and settled on her hips only long enough to caress her sides, working up over her shirt and under the sleeves before pushing it off. Then Brooke shrugged out of her own and tossed it over the back of the couch before kissing Tegan again. Without the thickest barrier between them, each touch felt heightened, and once the process of undressing had begun, neither of them had the same level of reserve. There was no denying where they were headed, and while Tegan wanted to enjoy each moment of getting there, she didn’t have it in her to linger in any one of them for too long.
She worked the tips of her fingers under Brooke’s sweater and felt her gasp as they brushed the warm skin of her abdomen. “Cold?”
“Not for long.” Brooke leaned into the touch, the place where they met blending together as the heat of their connection overtook any other sensations.
Brooke caught hold of the hem of Tegan’s shirt and lifted it off while Tegan took the other path, flattening her palm against Brooke’s stomach and heading down until she slipped into the waistband of her slacks.
“You feel amazing.”
Brooke tried to reply, but the muffled sound devolved quickly as Tegan skimmed lower.
They kissed fiercely, hands roaming and working without much pattern or consistent progress. They had no practice, no established routine or rhythm, no prior experience to pull from when it came to each other’s bodies, and the more apparent that became, the hotter Tegan grew for her. She could do what she wanted, she could reach for what she craved, she could follow every impulse, and why not? Those whims had led her here, and as she sucked along the sweet spot where neck met shoulder, “here” felt like a most wonderful place to be.
Brooke reached around, running both hands up her back, all the way up to sink fingers into Tegan’s hair, massaging her scalp and tangling the long strands for a few luxurious minutes, before working back down to deftly unclasp her bra.
“Wow.” Tegan lifted her head long enough to tease. “Is there anything you’re not instantly good at?”
“Let’s hope we don’t find out tonight.”
“Agreed.” Tegan kissed her again on the mouth and, extracting her hands from underneath various layers of clothing, steered them both back toward the bed, or rather the mattress, as it had no frame. She barely had time to register how something that’d seemed so important earlier now warranted so little notice with Brooke’s hands caressing bare skin.
She wanted more, all of her, over her, under her, against her. She pushed Brooke’s sweater up, causing them to break the kiss long enough to meet each other’s eyes, hot and dark, paired with a sweet smile curling full lips. “You are so beautiful.”
Brooke shook her head, but the expression carried more awe than disagreement. “I wish you could see yourself right now.”
“It’s enough to see you looking at me.” And it was. She felt Brooke’s gaze almost as acutely as her hands. She’d never been so vulnerable with someone she’d known mere hours, and while the thought may’ve been daunting, the reality was much more freeing. They had nothing between them but these moments and a unifying attraction.
They collided again, and Tegan’s attention wandered south once more. As their tongues swept in sweet exploration, she popped open the button atop Brooke’s slacks. Pulling down the zipper with erotic deliberation, she felt every notch grate against her heightened senses. Then with the most delectable roll of her hips, Brooke helped ease the pants to the floor.
As much as she didn’t want to pull away from the magic of Brooke’s mouth on her own, she couldn’t resist sneaking a peek. Arching back, she took in the flawlessness of the woman before her in only a tantalizingly full, taupe bra and high-cut, gray cotton briefs.
Brooke bit her lower lip. “I didn’t exactly dress with this in mind this morning.”
“That makes it sexier.”
She laughed lightly.
“I mean it.” Tegan wrapped one arm around her waist and tugged her close before running her tongue along Brooke’s earlobe. “You’re gorgeous.”
Widening her stance slightly, she cupped her other hand at the back of Brooke’s head and helped guide her all the way down to the mattress.
“Who’s smooth now?” Brooke’s tone remained light, but her voice took on a huskier quality, causing Tegan to shiver as she peeled off her own jeans and underwear. Normally she would’ve rushed to get under the covers, but there was something undeniably sexy about standing naked in this woman’s sight. She didn’t even have to say anything for Tegan to know she saw everything, the way her eyes moved over her body, the color in her cheeks even in the dim light, the way her chest rose and fell more distinctly. The arousal playing across Brooke’s stunning features only amplified her own.
“Come here.”
Brooke’s low command pushed Tegan’s awe back behind raw need. She bent to the bed, starting near Brooke’s feet, then slid her tongue, wet and hot, up the inside of her leg, loving the way she squirmed slightly as she skipped over those cotton briefs. Reasserting the connection at the gentle rise of her stomach, Tegan painted a trail up to the tip of her breastbone, smelling lavender and tasting salt, before adding her hands to the mix. She let her full weight rest along the length of Brooke so she could cup both her breasts at once. The moan that escaped those freshly kissed lips drove Tegan a little closer to the wild edge, and she cupped them with more roughness than she’d intended.
Brooke gasped, but instead of backing away, she sank her fingers into Tegan’s hair and guided her head to one freshly freed nipple.
Tegan didn’t need any hints as to what to do next, but the surge of power and gratitude presented as a rush of warmth between her own legs as she began to lick and suck.
An ache built in Tegan to be everywhere all at once. She didn’t pretend to know where any of this would lead beyond tonight, and she didn’t even want to. She only needed to be on top of Brooke, against her, and inside of her for as long as possible.
Keeping her mouth fixed to the same sexy spot, she worked her hands between them to push the underwear out of the way. Brooke lifted her hips, allowing Tegan the room she needed to pull them off fully. Settling back, she allowed her legs to spread, and Tegan accepted the inherent invitation. She groaned as she pressed her center against Brooke’s and began a slow, deliberate grind.
“Yes,” Brooke hissed against her ear.
“You like that?” She rocked forward.
“Yes.” The beautiful word came again, but for added emphasis, Brooke wrapped one leg around her waist, creating both a tighter connection and exquisite access.
Tegan lifted her head and shook her hair out of her face as they began to move in tandem. She stared down at Brooke, her eyes, her lips, the flush spreading across her chest. “You’re so hot. I want to be inside you.”
Brooke just about arched off the bed. “Do it.”
Tegan never broke eye contact as she slid her hand over straining abs and through soft curls before sinking into the wetness pooling at the place where the pressure pulsed.
They both gasped as she pushed inside with one solid, steady stroke. Then she paused to bask in the luxury of being completely engulfed by this woman, slick, hot, yielding. She might’ve closed her eyes and surrendered to her own growing need for release if she weren’t currently staring down at the most erotic sight she’d ever witnessed.
Brooke’s hands smoothed over her back until they cupped her ass as she began to rock, a rolling, undulating motion, sweeping Tegan up in its rhythm.
“You’re perfect,” she whispered.
Brooke hummed, a happy, sultry sound low in her throat. “Tegan, that’s so good.”
Her head spun at the sound of her own name, raspy and intimate. No one had ever said it quite like that before, and she thrust forward with more force.
Brooke’s eyes flashed more fully open, almost all pupil now.
“Too much?”
“No.” She nipped at her shoulder. “Exactly enough.”
She pushed into her again, then pulled back, creating separation between them before pushing forward again and again.
Brooke threw her head back, exposing her neck. Refined fingernails cut half-moons of sharp pleasure into Tegan’s lower back and ass. She relished the sharp bite anchoring her to everywhere she wanted to be.
“Tegan,” Brooke called again, and the room spun. “Tegan.”
“Tell me.”
“I’m close.”
“Good.” She dipped her head to kiss along her jaw. “Stay close.”
“I’m going to—”
“No,” she commanded, quiet but clear, hardly recognizing her own voice. “Not yet.”
“I’m not sure I can—”
“You can,” she affirmed without slowing her onslaught, uncertain where this new top mentality had sprung from, but, in this moment, she wanted so many things, she had no trouble articulating them. “I’m not ready to stop.”
“Don’t stop.”
“Stay with me.” Tegan lifted her head to watch Brooke writhe as she tightened around her.
They rode each other, rising and falling, breath rasping, the smell of sex filling her senses. “I want to do this all night.”
Brooke lifted lust-laden lids as she hooked a leg over Tegan’s hip and around her. The pressure of her heel at the small of Tegan’s back drove her wild, and she used the free hand to clutch her thigh, holding her in place as they worked together. Sweat pricked along her back, either from the physical labor or the sheer desire coursing through her, and her hair stuck to the skin along the side of her neck. She couldn’t imagine ever stopping, nor could she conceive of a world where they could continue their current pace without combusting or collapsing. The next time Brooke’s movements grew erratic, she didn’t hold back.
Pressing her palm more firmly with each forward thrust, she waited until the first tremor rocked through the body beneath hers and threw all her weight behind the drive. Brooke called out, her eyes squeezing shut, lips parted, back arched. Tegan watched raw need giving way to wonder. An overwhelming sense of gratitude tightened in her chest every bit as powerfully as Brooke’s body contracting around her.
She felt the release as acutely as if it had been her own, and a rush of new emotions surged in her as she stared down at Brooke, beautiful and spent in her bed.
She’d done that. She’d met this utterly captivating human, connected with her, kissed her, freed her, then wrecked her in the most magical kind of way. Nothing in her life had ever made her believe herself capable of something like this, but with their bodies still slick and their breathing slowly returning to normal, there was no denying reality.
Brooke’s thick eyelashes fluttered open, and dark blue eyes stared up at her. “What just happened?”
She laughed lightly. “Really? I was marveling at how well it had gone, but if you aren’t sure, maybe I should try again—”
Brooke surged up, moving with shocking speed and strength given how sated she’d seemed seconds earlier, but she tipped Tegan off-balance and used the momentum to reverse their positions.
Tegan stared up, breathless once more. “Wow.”
“I’m not kidding.”
“Clearly.” She reached up, intending to pull Brooke down beside her, but Brooke caught hold of her hands and pitching forward, pinned them to the pillow.
“Seriously, what have you done to me?” Brooke stared down at her, eyes filled with wonder.
Tegan had no answer, and even if there were words in the English language adequate to explain what was happening between them, she wouldn’t have been able to force them out past the ball of arousal igniting her brain.
“I don’t do this,” Brooke practically growled, her hair creating a lush, blonde curtain around them as she lowered her head to lick along Tegan’s collarbone. “I have never …”
They began to move again, some primal dance their bodies knew against the will of their higher-order thinking. Every part of Brooke’s body smothered her own, wet and unrestrained, holding her down and rubbing against her. She gave fleeting thought to the possibility of orgasming this way, but she didn’t have the chance to ponder for long before Brooke worked lower, teasing a circle around her straining breasts, not stopping as she murmured against her skin. “I’ve never wanted to consume someone the way I do right now.”
“Take me,” she urged, spreading her legs farther to facilitate.
“I feel like I should be afraid of how strong this desire is.” Brooke sucked a nipple first between her lips, then her teeth. “But I’m not.”
Tegan squirmed, her body begging in ways she couldn’t.
Brooke held her wrists tightly, keeping her in place as she teased her way along to the other breast. “You’re magnificent.”
“You, you’re making me feel unhinged.”
Brooke scoffed against her skin. “That’s ironic.”
“Why?”
She didn’t answer, at least not verbally as she ground herself against the places Tegan ached to be touched, and in doing so caused any questions to float away on a new surge of liquid arousal.
“I want to make you wait, the way you did to me,” Brooke said, almost as if speaking to herself now, “but I need to taste you.”
“Yes,” she hissed.
Brooke worked lower, kissing down her rib cage, then stopped only briefly over Tegan’s stomach to suck and nip at a spot long enough to mark her, a sexy souvenir, before being forced to release her hands. Using the width of her shoulders, Brooke braced against slick thighs, and she drew her tongue through the wet heat she’d created at Tegan’s core.
Tegan didn’t last, not even halfway through the second pass of her tongue before she began to unravel. It started at her toes and the tips of her fingers, then worked its way into languid limbs, her hands still clutching the pillow where Brooke had placed them so emphatically. The waves only grew as they rattled into her chest. She jerked upward, the final snap as the dam burst. Brooke wouldn’t be deterred, though. She kept drawing her forward and coaxing her out past the point where her muscles began to fail.
“Oh God,” she gasped. “Brooke … I’m … I can’t.”
She didn’t stop, and the world continued to spin more than two daiquiris could explain.
“I’m flattened.”
“You’re not.” Brooke barely lifted her head, but the no-nonsense confidence in the statement couldn’t be contradicted. “Don’t hold back.”
She heeded the direction, surrendering to the singular demand of every nerve ending, and allowed herself to rise once more. Brooke’s attention to detail grew almost excruciating from the tip of her tongue to her skilled hands to the soft insistence of full lips.
Brooke did magical things with her mouth Tegan couldn’t even begin to describe, but the waves that hadn’t even fully receded roared once more. This time when the crest came, she didn’t just crack, she shattered.
Crying out, clutching, somehow one of her legs ended up over Brooke’s shoulder. She might’ve been afraid of getting washed away by the flood of emotions mingling with physical relief, but she couldn’t, not with Brooke giving her every reason in the world to stay exactly where she was.



CHAPTER FOUR
Sunlight streamed through the large window at the front of Tegan’s apartment. Brooke squinted against reality’s onslaught. She didn’t want to look around, afraid the discord between her surroundings and her sense of self would bring the full understanding of what she’d done last night crashing through her early morning postcoital haze. She wanted to hover here a little longer.
Rolling toward the warmth of Tegan’s sleeping form, she let her eyes focus on the outline of her body under a crisp, white sheet. Her hair spilled out, an unruly fan with morning light illuminating honeyed highlights in the richer brown base cascading over one beautifully bronze shoulder. She stifled the urge to kiss that smooth spot, relying on her memory of hours spent with her lips pressed to soft skin to sustain her.
She didn’t want to wake Tegan any more than she wanted her own dream to end. Nothing good could come from an awkward goodbye or any attempt to capture the magic they’d made now that the clock had long since struck midnight. Nothing like the heat or ease of their connection could be sustained out in a world filled with jobs and errands and chores. She didn’t want to sully the memory by trying to make it into something it wasn’t. And if she were being completely honest, she didn’t have the slightest clue how she’d go about extracting herself from the situation if she got in any deeper. With this being her first ever one-night stand, she had no practical experience to pull from, but carried exactly zero regrets about their time together, and she didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize such an odds-defying fact.
Still, a part of her did ache to touch Tegan one more time, to wrap an arm around that slender waist, to press into her soft spots, to dip her tongue into the hollow at the … no.
She sucked in a breath deep enough to stretch her lungs. If last night hadn’t sated those needs, one more time wouldn’t do so, either.
Who was she even becoming?
She briefly considered the possibility that the feelings stirring in her now weren’t some sort of break in herself, but an entirely reasonable reaction to someone as magnificent as Tegan … She squeezed her eyes shut once more. She didn’t know Tegan’s last name.
The realization served as needed motivation to scoot softly toward the edge of the mattress. She couldn’t waver. Even if she did have some magic words to adequately express what all this had meant to her, what made her think Tegan would want to hear them? She’d clearly been every bit as mystified by everything that had happened between them, and would most likely be grappling with her own disorienting emotions as soon as she recovered from the sex coma she was currently ensconced in. Who was Brooke to insert herself into that process for her own absolution?
Nope, they’d both been clear all the way back at the bar. They were breaking character for once in their lives, not looking for anything more than a respite from the tedium of a stale routine or an on-ramp to a new life.
Tegan had an exciting future, one full of promise and potential, a new home, new city, new job. Envy rose somewhere inside Brooke’s chest, but she ignored it. She’d already lived all those moments. She’d fought and worked and burned a myriad of bridges to have those experiences free from entanglements. Tegan deserved the same.
Finally finding the reason she needed to summon real resolve, she slipped from underneath the covers and tried not to consider the cold air as some kind of slap in the face. Tiptoeing across the small studio apartment, she collected her clothes from the various places they’d been dropped and pulled them on quickly. She made it all the way to the door and grabbed her shoes before being struck once again by an ache she didn’t recognize. Not guilt, not desire, not embarrassment. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but as her hand landed on the latch, she couldn’t quite bring herself to turn the lock.
Glancing back once more, her heart twisted at the sight of Tegan sleeping peacefully. She didn’t understand how this woman had managed to undo her so completely, so quickly, but the thought of never getting to tell her was too much to bear.
Glancing around, she saw a notepad and a green gel pen sitting atop the bar between the kitchen and living room. She let her eyes run over a list in light, looping script. “Find laundromat, buy oat milk, pick out work clothes, set two alarms.”
Brooke smiled, picked up the pen, and added one more item. “Never forget how amazing you are.”
Then below it, she added a note. “Tegan, there aren’t words in the world sufficient to thank you for last night, every part of it. You were so much more than I knew I needed, and if you’re half as good at your new job as you are at making connections and at charming people who didn’t think they could be surprised anymore, then this city is fortunate to have you. I’d say good luck on all the adventures ahead, but you’re so far beyond that. You’re special, probably more than you understand, and you already understand so much. Thank you deeply, Brooke.”
She stood over the note, worrying her bottom lip and wanting to say more, but the only detail she truly debated adding was her last name. A part of her wanted Tegan to have it, but for all the wrong reasons, and she tried so hard to always have the best of intentions, even when her actions fell short. Nothing she’d done with Tegan, out of character as it may have been, failed to meet that standard, and she didn’t want the last thing she did to break it.
With one more look at the heartachingly perfect woman across the room, she edged out the door and back into the real world.

Tegan’s bed still smelled like Brooke, which was why she hadn’t left it for more than a couple of minutes all day. Every time she got up to make coffee or shower, she ended up losing track of what she’d set out to do and wandering back to her mattress on the floor, which is where she still sat, comforter curled around her shoulders and Brooke’s note on her lap. She’d read it a hundred times, and it had sparked at least that many emotions.
She’d suffered a strange mix of disappointment and relief to wake up and find her gone, and there was the brief stage where she’d wondered if she’d dreamed the whole thing, but her body ached in all the best places, and Brooke’s imprint on the pillow beside her reminded her she’d never had a dream so wonderful as her actual lived experience last night. She spent some time wondering how she’d ever found the fortitude to take hold of something so flawless, and of course there was a giddy sort of gratitude. When she found the note, she’d nearly swooned at the marvelousness of it all once more. Could Brooke have possibly been any better at anything? She doubted it, which was why she still hovered in a dreamy satedness when Naomi called.
“Hey, Buffalo gal, did you come out last night?”
“Um,” she didn’t know if she would’ve put it quite that way, but maybe the assertion wasn’t too far off base. “I think I might have.”
“With the smoking hot cougar at the bar?”
“Would we call her a cougar?”
“She’s older than you, right?”
“Yes.”
“Totally sophisticated, has her shit together, and thirsting hard for you?”
“Yes.”
“Then yes. Did she get her claws in you?”
“Yes.”
“Well done, babe. You bagged a big one.”
She sighed, not because she didn’t love the vote of confidence, but because even Naomi’s hyperbole felt small compared to what she’d experienced.
“So, you got her number?”
“No,” she admitted.
“Did you make plans to see each other again?”
“I don’t think that’ll happen.”
“What the hell? I thought you landed the plane.”
“I did.”
“How will you get into those sexy business casual slacks of hers if you didn’t get her … wait a second, did you already get into them?”
She bit her lip, not sure she had it in her to relive those moments in detail.
“Holy shit, you did. You crazy little minx. You went to bed with someone you just met? Hold on, I gotta sit down. This is earth-shattering.”
“It was. My head’s spinning, but isn’t that what you said I should do?”
“I tell you to do things all the time, and you never listen. Hell, even I’ve only had, like, three true one-night stands in my life, and not for lack of trying. Are you sure she didn’t pop out for bagels or something? Maybe she’s gone to pack up her apartment and grab her cat before she comes back to move in with you. Seems way more sapphic to me.”
She laughed lightly. “I’m not sure I’d turn her away after last night.”
“Seriously? So good?”
She flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. “There are no words in my vocabulary to express my level of amazement.”
“Damn, and you know all the words.” Naomi sounded genuinely impressed. “I know I was all in for a quick palate cleanser in a new place, but maybe she’ll find you again.”
“I kind of doubt it. I got the sense she was breaking a few molds of her own last night. We were in very similar moods, and neither of us seemed practiced at the whole pickup scene, which is why it worked. She even mentioned her friend had nudged her out as well.” Tegan paused, not sure exactly how much she wanted to share about the next part. “And she left a note.”
“A note? Like a love note, or a Dear John kind of thing?”
“Neither. It felt beautiful and final and, I don’t know, wistfully wonderful.”
“Shit, what’s it say?”
“I’m not telling. It’s for me to tuck away for a rainy day, but it feels right. I love her for doing it, but I don’t think either of us is looking to fall in love right now, and if I spent any more time with her, I’m not sure I could stop myself.”
Naomi whistled. “That’s frickin’ profound and mature and self-aware. I think you’ve had a big shift, my friend.”
“Formative,” she agreed. “It feels like a good omen.”
“Undoubtedly,” Naomi said enthusiastically. “You stuck the landing on this whole-new-you business. As much as I’ll miss having the old you around here, I think this proves you’re where you need to be for what’s coming down the pipeline. With luck like that, how could you not be?”
She held up Brooke’s letter and let her eyes flash right to lines she’d already memorized. “I don’t need luck. I’m so far beyond that.”



CHAPTER FIVE
“Hey.” Brooke pushed through the door to the office on Monday morning at seven-thirty to see Gillian already sitting behind the reception desk. “You’re here early.”
“I’m always here early,” Gillian said dryly. “What’s your excuse? I thought Mondays were late starts for you.”
“I only have clients from ten until five today, but I was up and recharged, so I thought I’d go over notes, make some calls, miscellany.”
Gillian raised her eyebrows and pushed back from the desk. “Sure, or you could tell me what happened this weekend.”
Brooke laughed nervously. “We don’t have time. We might never have enough time for that.”
“Intriguing.” Gillian grabbed her mug of coffee and came around to the waiting area couch. “Come on, spill.”
She tried to wave her off again even as she sat down next to her. “No, I’m a little off-kilter but fine. I do want to hear about the client who kept you Friday night, though. Is everything okay?”
“Oh my God, did you seriously dodge me a second time?”
She sighed. “Okay, yes, but in all fairness, I don’t have the slightest idea how to talk about it, and I might never.”
“That’s saying a lot, given what we do.”
“I know, and I promise I’m okay. Better than okay. Amazing. I think that might be part of the problem. It’s been so long since I’ve been carried away by anything, my brain’s struggling to process all these endorphins and dopamine.”
“I take it there’s a woman involved, because while I know you’re fond of a runner’s high, I’ve never seen a good jog have this effect on you. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anything have this kind of effect on you. Do I even get to know her name?”
Brooke shook her head. “It’s not like that. I don’t know if I can articulate what it is like, or was like, because it’s past tense, but also, the emotions are still very present. I need to pull myself together before I see clients today, but I’ve been floating in my head for forty-eight hours. I know it’s a big ask, but could you try to ground me here for a few minutes?”
Gillian sat back and sipped from her mug, leaving a slight lipstick imprint on the white rim. “My professional side is warring with my friend side, but if you swear you’ll tell me more as soon as you’re able, I’ll walk you through my utterly banal to-do list for today.”
“I promise you’ll be the first person to know when I’m ready to unscramble everything. Who else would I talk to? A therapist … oh wait.”
Gillian finally cracked a smile. “Okay, seeing as your smart-ass instinct is still intact, I’ll play stabilizing influence for a bit, because I’m actually swamped.”
“That’s what you get for opening your own business, but yes, go on.”
“I have to call the care team at the hospital at eight-thirty, then clients until one, and a meeting with the youth center Robin’s been pressing for better queer competency trainings. Then I’m supposed to be onboarding the new supervisee, but I’ll have to lock her in a room by herself with insurance paperwork and tax forms, which isn’t how I want to introduce someone to our practice.”
“I’ll help.”
“Really?”
She shrugged. “Maybe focusing on things I actually know will help me even out.”
“I’d owe you big time. You took the lead when Robin joined us, so I want to be the point person this time around.”
“You’re the supervising clinician, but if she’s part of the team, we should all indoctrinate, er, welcome her, together.”
“You’re the best. I will for sure buy you multiple drinks, one for this, plus one for standing you up on Friday, though it sounds like maybe you did okay for yourself there.”
Brooke couldn’t hide a smile. “Better than okay, but I’ll still take the supervisee drinks. What’s she like?”
“Amazing,” Gillian gushed. “I think she’s going to be a great fit. She’s a worker, but not obsessively. She’s got a joy and curiosity and this presence about her that’s hard to quantify, but also top of her class. She took a slower path through the program, working full time, which I think gives her some maturity. I looked at tons of applications and did at least fifteen video interviews, but it was no contest.”
“Strong endorsement.”
“She’s green. We all were at this stage, but you know I don’t ever take on anyone I don’t think will mesh well here.”
It was true. In the last ten years, Gillian had only taken a few pre-licensed clinicians. Robin had been one of them, and two of the others went on to become trusted resources in the community. Gillian had a stellar track record both professionally and personally. “You know me. I don’t love shaking up the routine, though this weekend offered a compelling case for branching out. I’m looking forward to meeting … what’s her name?”
A knock on the door cut off the answer, and Gillian hopped up. “There she is.” She threw open the door and beamed at … Tegan.
“Good morning, Ms. Cooper.”
Brooke clutched the arm of the couch as the world spun. Her brain screamed “no” as her body cried “yes,” and for a second, it felt as if she might be ripped in two by the veracity of such discordant responses.
She had a few seconds to observe her in the glorious unawareness before Tegan saw her. She wore camel-colored stretch slacks with a beige shirt under a black linen blazer. The ensemble might’ve undercut her youth if not for the unique mix of excitement and anxiety in her plastered-on smile. Something protective twisted in Brooke, and she ground her teeth against the urge to reach for her, to offer steadiness. She couldn’t provide what she didn’t possess, and in this moment of disorientation, she wasn’t sure she could force her own feet to work.
“Come on in.” Gillian stepped back to let her fully through the door. “I was just singing your praises to my colleague over here. I can’t wait for you meet her.”
Brooke closed her eyes and tried to steel herself against what had to come next. She pushed herself up to a wobbly stand and pulled on all her training to affect a neutral, pleasant expression. Unfortunately, Tegan had considerably less practice in that area. Her smile was genuine, beautiful, heart-twistingly open as recognition outpaced understanding. The way her hazel eyes swept over Brooke spoke to a million memorable sensations before they went wide, almost as if Tegan had been unexpectedly stabbed. “You’re, um, Brooke?”
“Yes.” The sound of her own name on Tegan’s rapidly paling lips pulled some semblance of functionality from her. “Brooke Metcalf. It’s nice to formally meet you.”
Tegan nodded slowly and extended her hand.
She suppressed a groan. Not touching would’ve made this easier, but since she was apparently destined for torture the likes of which she’d never imagined, she accepted the gesture and slid her palm against soft skin. Her body leaned forward of its own aching accord.
“Brooke is our relationship expert.” Gillian went on. “She was my first hire and never left. What, like, eight years ago?”
“Almost nine,” she corrected, releasing Tegan’s hand and squeezing hers into a slight fist as if she might retain some of its warmth amid the cold seeping through her.
“Wow, nine years.”
“We must be doing something right,” Gillian continued, “and our most recent supervisee, Robin, stayed on full time, too. She’s not in the office on Mondays, but you’ll meet her tomorrow. We all have our specialties, but we lean on each other a lot.”
Tegan made a noise in the back of her throat that may’ve been agreement, or her choking on the idea of leaning up against Brooke again. She couldn’t blame her. Brooke’s memory ran roughshod over her saturated senses, forcing her into flashbacks of those eyes staring down at her filled with attraction. To be fair, the desire hadn’t dissipated, only now it’d gotten tangled up with a million other emotions, though none of them quite as compelling.
“We meet officially every week to go over cases and schedules, or to workshop ideas,” Gillian continued, “but you don’t have to wait for a set time to talk things out. If you have a question, you can grab any of us at any time. Brooke will be a particularly good resource for you. I think you two will probably hit it off because you have so much in common.”
“Do we?” Tegan managed to squeak.
“You both took similar paths to the profession, and you mentioned a strong interest in family systems and communication patterns.”
“Right. Communication’s a big one for me.” Tegan stared her down as if trying to speak telepathically, but Brooke had too many of her own fears screaming in the back of her brain to guess at what she may be asking for, other than someone to put them both out of this misery. “Probably for everyone, huh?”
Gillian laughed lightly. “I suppose that one cuts across all our specialties. We’re one big, happy, healthy, office family of social work sisters.”
Brooke about choked on the inappropriateness of the sister analogy, given what they’d done to and with each other over the weekend. “Or just great colleagues, if you’re not looking for sisters. You can think of us as professional resources and support.”
“Exactly.” Gillian nodded. “We try to model the kinds of relationships we seek to help our clients live. Like I said during the application process, even though I’ll be listed as your supervising clinician, you can work with all of us, and probably especially under Brooke if you’re into relationship work.”
Her head grew light and her vision blurred around the edges at the reminder of what Tegan felt like under her.
“Great,” Tegan said with fake chipperness. Thankfully, Gillian didn’t seem to notice, probably because she had no genuine interactions to compare today to, and as much as Brooke probably should’ve wished she didn’t have that particular frame of reference either, she couldn’t seem to summon any regret when looking at her.
Which was a problem, a big one.
“Why don’t I take a few minutes to get you started on the basic paperwork, and perhaps Brooke can show you around while I take a call.”
“Yeah, sure.” Tegan still hadn’t quite managed to look away from Brooke yet, but she at least managed to speak coherently when addressed.
“I’d planned to be with you for the first day or two, but things got a little intense here on Friday, and I’ve got an unusual level of follow-up to do. Unfortunately, it’s not the type of thing I can disclose yet, but you can stick close to Brooke for a bit.”
Brooke’s brain felt like it had caught fire, and the idea of Tegan in her personal or professional spaces only fanned the flames, but she was helpless to stop it. She twitched with the urge to impulsively shout that she couldn’t possibly stick close to Tegan without turning into a puddle of lust or succumbing to desires that had landed her in this horrifying situation in the first place. “I’m sure you won’t need much orientation. I hear you’re imminently qualified.”
“I’m not sure I feel qualified for much at the moment.”
“Don’t worry.” Gillian cut back in. “Everyone’s nervous on their first day, but you’re going to blow all our minds before you’re done, and in the meantime, we won’t leave you alone. You’ll come to our meetings and we can do co-therapy, and we’ll hang out together and hash out any issues.”
Brooke’s head swam again at the description, and what blood was left in Tegan’s complexion drained. She couldn’t disagree with any of Gillian’s assessment. Tegan would blow their minds, but she desperately wished she didn’t feel quite so authoritative on either front.
Everything about this went so far beyond awkward she couldn’t imagine a scenario where either of them survived the next few hours without spontaneously combusting, which also brought back a slew of rather unhelpful memories of clutching sheets and trembling … nope.
No. Hard no.
She had to do better. Dying in awkwardness was not a valid option, no matter how real the possibility felt as it scraped across her raw nerve endings. She had to pull herself together.
“Why don’t I let the two of you have a few minutes to catch your breath and settle down, I mean in, settle in, for a bit.”
Gillian cocked her head slightly to the side, then smiled. “And you’ll be eagerly waiting for her in about half an hour?”
She didn’t quite manage to keep herself from cringing, but, thankfully, she’d already started edging toward the door. “Without a doubt we’ll find plenty to talk about.”



CHAPTER SIX
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” The refrain echoed through Tegan’s brain the entire time she and Gillian worked through the long list of paperwork and privacy forms, and then copies of forms she’d already signed before starting but had to verify in person. Unfortunately, the mantra got so loud and constant, she almost wrote “fuck” on several signature lines instead of her own name, or maybe that should become her name now, because she wasn’t sure she could survive hearing Brooke say “Tegan” every day for the next year in that low, smooth voice of hers. Something about the intimacy of her tone suggested, well, intimacy, which shouldn’t be surprising, and still, literally everything about it was a freaking shock.
Brooke, her Brooke, the woman who’d spun her world around and then put it right in new and exciting ways was now her boss, or at least colleague. Gillian’s excruciating explanation of how closely her team worked together made it clear they’d be inseparable if she stayed, and while every part of her understood that was not okay, neither was the prospect of finding another placement at this point.
She’d worked too hard, too long, to go back to school and admit she couldn’t find a supervised position without sleeping her way through the office. And even if her professors or graduate program could slap together another placement in a hurry, what would she do about her apartment? Would she lose first and last month’s rent? Wouldn’t the new place ask questions about why she’d lasted only two hours at her current job? And would she have to start paying back her student loans while she figured it all out? There was no way to spin this that wouldn’t crush her both financially and emotionally. She clenched her fists as she blinked tears from her eyes.
“Hand cramp?” Gillian asked innocently.
“Something like that.”
“It’s okay. You got the big-ticket items out of the way. You’re officially part of the team.”
“Perfect.” She said the word as if she meant it, when of course in reality she meant “fuck.”
She both longed for and dreaded being alone with Brooke. She’d been impossible to read earlier, a wall of practiced neutrality, such a painful contrast to her openness Friday night, and yet still ridiculously beautiful and put together in all the ways Tegan felt like unraveling.
What must Brooke be thinking alone in her office now? What if she was freaking? What if she wasn’t?
Tegan didn’t think Brooke would out her, or she probably would’ve done so right away, nor did she seem like the kind of person who’d flagrantly flaunt ethics rules like the ones about not sleeping with colleagues under her supervision. And yet both of those assumptions were based on having spent less than twelve full hours with each other, and the latter half of those weren’t even spent in quality conversation. Her stomach churned with the growing realization she didn’t know Brooke at all. No amount of being inside someone recently actually qualified you to make any assertions about what they would or wouldn’t do in a professional crisis.
“Brooke is probably in her own room. Let me walk you down,” Gillian said, but as she rose, the phone atop her desk rang. “Oh no, this is my call. They’re early.”
“It’s okay,” she said.
“Go out to the waiting room, turn right, and Brooke will be the last door.”
“Sure.” She pushed herself up on unsteady legs.
“I think you two are really going to hit it off,” Gillian called as she left.
We’ve already hit it off more than you can possibly know. Then again, maybe Gillian would know soon enough, and the thought made her queasy enough to briefly consider stepping into a bathroom and allowing herself to vomit. At least her stomach would be empty for what came next.
Instead, she put one foot in front of the other until she reached the last door and found it open a sliver.
Brooke must’ve heard her approach, because she called, “Come in.”
The instruction was clear and delivered with an almost eerie calm that sent a shiver down Tegan’s arms. She did as instructed, taking the initiative to shut the door fully behind her.
The room was small but comfortable, two wingback chairs, one love seat, a few tasteful lamps emitting soft light, and one stellar example of a woman on the edge.
Brooke’s body language gave little hint of tension aside from the way she perched uneasily on her seat as if she might need to spring up and away at any moment.
Tegan did her best to focus on the lone indicator of unease rather than the profile of her lips or the curl of her lashes, but as the silence stretched painfully between them, she didn’t know how much longer she could go on without reaching for her. Finally, she caved and filled the space with words rather than touch. “I don’t know what to say. I’d ask how you’re doing, but I think I know. I guess maybe you could let me know on a scale of fight to flight where you’re landing.”
“So far, mostly freeze,” Brooke admitted, “at least physically.”
“Fair,” Tegan said. “I’ve landed in the faint or throw up part of the spectrum.”
“Please don’t.” Brooke pointed toward the love seat. “Feel free to get as comfortable as humanly possible, because emotionally, nothing that comes next will feel great.”
Tegan laughed, a strangled sound devoid of any real humor. “If you’d sold the conversation Friday night that way, we might not be in this position.”
“I’ll be sure to lead with a similar disclaimer the next time I go into a bar, which at this rate will be half past never.”
Tegan sank onto the couch and hung her head in her hands. “I’ve never believed in fate or in its ability to fuck up people’s lives, but I’m beginning to reevaluate, along with several other life choices. No, actually, that makes it sound logical. What I’m doing right now is freaking out.”
“Yeah,” Brooke said, almost numbly. “Freaking out is an apt descriptor.”
“Just for me, though, right? Because you look cool and collected as per usual.”
“Nope, I’ve simply had more practice projecting those emotions. Inside, my brain’s exploding.”
“Because you have to tell our boss we slept together?”
“That’s one of many things, yes.”
“There’s more?”
“The boss is also my best friend, for one.”
“The best friend with the work thing you couldn’t talk about, and she couldn’t come because she’s now on a call with a psych ward. That tracks.”
“And you accepted all my professional boundaries because you’re fresh out of school and ethics courses, and apparently graduated top of your class, which is also why Gillian snagged you up.”
“And all the things you said about …” A million little moments flashed through her brain, Brooke’s affirmations, her compliments on Tegan’s self-reflection, the note she left. She groaned. “This is why we hit it off so quickly. We share the same worldview, the same sense of obligation, the same interests. Oh my God, we could’ve been great colleagues, or …”
“Thank you for not finishing that sentence,” Brooke said wearily. “I’m not sure I could’ve taken it without screaming.”
“I don’t know.” She glanced around. “How thick are the walls? Screaming sounds like a valid option. What’ve I got to lose at this point? I’m about to get fired—”
“You’re not,” Brooke said quickly.
“Why? You’re going to lie to your boss slash best friend?”
She shook her head. “I have to disclose. You do, too. You cannot start your career this way.”
“All due respect, I’ve already managed to start my career in a pretty messed up way. My boss is not my best friend. I have no professional reputation to fall back on. I have no option here that doesn’t leave me absolutely disgraced and financially fucked.”
“Tegan, you’ll be fine.”
“You don’t know my situation at all. You don’t even know me.”
Brooke winced, but Tegan couldn’t exactly feel sorry for her sitting over there in her chair, looking every bit like a professional therapist with years of experience and a nice cushion to fall back on.
“Gillian will help find you another practice willing to supervise—”
“When? Where? Do you know how hard it is for programs to find established therapists willing to give up their time and billable hours to hemorrhage money on someone untested even in the best of circumstances? Which this is not.”
Brooke sighed. “Yes.”
“Do you know there were only three practices willing to even consider me in Buffalo this year, and the other two have already taken on other candidates now?”
“There are other locations. You may have to move a little farther away—”
“I am broke.” Her voice quavered. “I don’t have a car. I have maxed out my loans. I paid first and last month’s rent on an apartment I chose because of its proximity to this office, even though I couldn’t responsibly afford it yet. I have no place to go back to. I have no nest egg or safety net. I’m already behind everyone I started school with because my family … Ugh, never mind. None of this matters at all, does it?”
“Personally, it does. I’m not heartless. I care about you. I’m sorry I put you in this position. If I could take it all back I—” Her voice caught, and Tegan sent up a silent prayer of thanks that Brooke couldn’t wish it away with the flick of her wrist. “I’ll do anything in my power to shield you, but I can’t lie to Gillian. I mean physically, even if I thought that was the right call, I couldn’t pull it off. She’ll see the way I look at you. God, I can’t even look at you.”
Tegan finally let herself acknowledge the way Brooke managed to face her without meeting her eyes. “I can’t stop looking at you.”
“We can’t do this.”
“Do what?”
Brooke shook her head and stood. “Anything. We can’t do anything now, not without it being horrible for both of us. Let me go talk to her first.”
Brooke turned for the door, but the sight of her walking away caused Tegan’s last fraying strand of professionalism to snap. She sprang forward without any clear thought and caught Brooke by the wrist.
The contact was pure electricity sparking through her fingertips straight to her core, and when Brooke wheeled around, there was no more hiding the storm raging through her blue eyes.

“I’m sorry.” Tegan released her. “I shouldn’t have touched you.”
Brooke’s body wouldn’t let her mind process the statement, not with the heat of Tegan’s hand still scorching her nerve endings.
“I panicked.” Tegan hung her head. “I’m still panicking. Something inside of me is clawing with an animal sort of fear. I don’t know what to do, but I don’t want you to do it without me. God, that doesn’t even make any sense.”
“It does.” Brooke couldn’t say anything else, not while still fighting the urge to grab hold of Tegan by the lapels of her blazer and push her up against the wall to kiss her soundly. That instinct could not be heeded. The fact that it screamed so loudly through her addled brain only proved she needed to extract herself from this situation immediately, but she couldn’t ignore the pain grating through Tegan’s voice. She was too conditioned toward empathy, and even if she weren’t, she couldn’t have denied this woman anything easily. Something about her had pulled at Brooke from the moment she saw her on the sidewalk outside the bar, and the tug had only grown stronger with each moment spent together.
“You have to disclose,” Tegan said with a whimper. “I know you do, but can you … isn’t there any way … Fuck, I don’t even know what I’m asking. I’m not asking you to lie. I would never, but we didn’t know.”
Brooke nodded. She could concede the point easily enough.
“I wouldn’t have knowingly slept with a colleague.”
“We weren’t colleagues yet,” Brooke corrected.
“Another excellent point. We haven’t even broken any rules.” She grimaced. “Right?”
“Right.” The distinction made her feel slightly better, at least about what had already happened if not what was to come. “Still, we’re professionally obligated to disclose any previous relationships to our supervisors.”
“Relationship.” Tegan snorted. “That’s a great way to put it, or is it? Because we didn’t have a relationship. Like how much detail will we have to go into?”
“You don’t have to go into anything. I have to disclose my conflict of interest.”
“Pardon me for not loving the setup where your ethical disclosure also includes a detailed revelation of my sexual history. Seems like there might also be some ethics to consider there, too.”
Brooke sighed. “What a pointed assessment.”
“But a fair one,” Tegan pushed. “I’m not ashamed of what two consenting adults did in good faith, but if you go in there and tell my supervisor, who’s also your friend but not mine, that I picked you up in a bar and slept with you with no intention of a relationship, thus creating a moral conflict for everyone, it will feel super shamey. I’m not sure if it matters to you, but I haven’t consented to that.”
Her heart twisted. “Of course it matters to me. I wasn’t trying to shame you. I’m trying to protect you.”
“That’s nice in theory, but I’m watching my career get flattened before it even begins, and if there’s any way for me to not feel completely helpless here, I’d rather have agency than protection.”
Brooke took a deep breath. Of course Tegan had every right to make such a request, but everything about the coming conversation would be horrible. “I’ll do whatever I can to honor your wishes and your agency, but you’re right to point out the differences in our careers. I have more privilege and security. I’m prepared to bear as large a burden as I can for you during this process. I swear I won’t make you face anything alone, or at all, if I can avoid it.”
Tegan’s eyes watered. “You’re a really good person.”
She shook her head. “Doesn’t feel that way at the moment.”
“Which is how I know it’s true. You have the right to cry ‘conflict of interest’ and leave me to figure this out in a pool of my own embarrassment, but you’re acknowledging privilege and holding yourself to high standards.”
Brooke managed something close to a smile. “And you’re still giving me the benefit of the doubt when I’m about to walk down the hall and throw your entire future into chaos.”
“It’s already in chaos, and it’s no one’s fault.”
“Isn’t it?”
Tegan shook her head, and her hair shimmered in waves the way it had during times Brooke fought hard not to recall. “Responsibility and blame are different things. We share the former. I don’t have any space in me for the latter.”
Brooke’s breath caught at the grace and poetry of the statement, almost as beautiful as the woman who’d offered it. “I don’t know what’s about to happen, Tegan, but whatever it is, I swear I’m not going to end your career.”
“How can you promise that?”
She shrugged. “I have to.”
“Why?”
“Because you’re going to be an amazing therapist, and we all need more of them in this world.”



CHAPTER SEVEN
Gillian stared at both of them for entirely too long to be comfortable, but Tegan should’ve been used to it by now. She’d been uncomfortable in one way or another for almost as long as she could remember, and still, even with so much practice, nothing had prepared her for the controlled shock and awe playing across her new boss’s face.
She didn’t yell or turn red or even scowl, but her eyes went wide early in Brooke’s announcement that the two of them had a “conflict of interest” and they’d pretty much stayed that way through phrases like, “met Friday at Ambush,” and “uncharacteristically connected,” and “spent an evening together in ways we would not have if we’d been colleagues at the time.” Perhaps Tegan’s favorite, if there could be such a thing in the moment, was when Brooke said, “And this morning you correctly surmised there’d been a woman responsible for my change in attitude.”
Tegan glanced at her, wondering what she’d said in those moments before the world had crashed down on them both.
“You asked me if you got to know her name,” Brooke continued evenly. “It’s Tegan.”
Gillian sat forward and steepled her fingers before her lips. “Well, this isn’t how I expected the morning to go.”
God, how were these women so adept at holding their cool? Tegan thought she’d been trained to exude all the right vibes professionally, but this was some higher-level Zen.
“First of all,” Gillian continued, “thank you for trusting me enough to disclose quickly and openly. I know this conversation is probably a nightmare in a lot of ways, so I’d like to check in and make sure you’re both okay before we process next steps.”
She looked to Brooke first, who nodded slowly. “As good as one might expect.”
Gillian turned to her, and Tegan nearly dissolved. Tears filled her eyes, and she gritted her teeth against a sob before summoning the vocal strength to say, “I need this job.”
“I understand it’s important to find you a placement where you can thrive and continue—”
“No, Gilly, she needs this job,” Brooke said quietly. “She’s location bound, and unless there’s another place in our immediate vicinity willing to take on pre-licensed supervision on short notice, we have multiple obligations to consider.”
Gillian shook her head slowly. “I think we need to slow down before we start discussing obligations or solutions.”
Brooke took an audible breath in and out, but Tegan couldn’t make her lungs fully expand.
“I’m sorry if this sounds indelicate, but I need to understand the facts of the situation.” Gillian rubbed her face with her hands. “You two had contact with each other only Friday night?”
“Into Saturday morning,” Brooke filled in, “nothing since. We traded no personal contacts and made no plans to see each other again.”
Her cheeks burned, and she stared at her hands in her lap.
“And Tegan, you had no indication of Brooke’s profession at any time?”
“None,” she confirmed without looking up, “nor did I give her any information on mine, other than I’d moved to Buffalo to start a new job.”
“Good. That will save us the additional awkwardness of any questions about coercion or implied quid quo pro situations.”
“Small mercies,” Brooke mumbled.
“Now I need to focus on intentions. If I’m hearing you correctly, neither of you planned on continuing a relationship of any long-term nature, but you also clearly hadn’t planned on working together every day for the next year.”
Sweat spiked down Tegan’s back. She’d been so worried about what she’d do if she couldn’t stay, she hadn’t given any consideration to what life would be like if she did. She stole a glance at Brooke, sitting close, one leg crossed over the other, hands folded on her knee. What would it be like to pass her in the hall and catch the hint of lavender in her perfume or sit across from her in a meeting and look into those blue eyes?
“I’d rather not go into too much detail,” Brooke finally said, “but I feel strongly, given the nature of our connection, the gravity of our current position, and sheer panic we’re experiencing at consequences we couldn’t have possibly imagined forty-eight hours ago, there’s little worry of such a situation ever arising again, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“It is,” Gillian said bluntly. “Some weird, one-off twist of fate will be hard enough to overcome, but if there’s any chance of whatever happened between you two carrying forward, it’s a deal-breaker.”
Brooke finally met her eyes, and the corners of her mouth curled almost wistfully. “I swear I won’t do anything else to put Tegan’s career in jeopardy even for a moment.”
“That’s very diplomatic.” Gillian and Brooke exchanged a look Tegan couldn’t quite read, or maybe the way her heart rattled through her chest at such a solemn vow shook her processing skills.
“I obviously have no idea what to do here,” Gillian said. “I wasn’t prepared for this conversation, and I don’t want to rush in and offer solutions until I’ve done the research. Brooke, why don’t you go collect yourself for your first appointment. I’ll make some calls, doing my best to honor privacy while also fulfilling my due diligence. When you’re done with clients for the day, come speak to me again.”
Brooke nodded and stood, her fingers twitching slightly as if she’d intended to lay her hand on Tegan’s shoulder before thinking better of it. Then again, maybe it had been nothing, and Tegan was simply craving any kind of comfort, because the only thing more awkward than having this conversation together was the prospect of having to face it without her.
Gillian waited until the door closed behind her before asking, “Do you feel safe right now?”
“Yes.”
“I took you on here because I believed you have something to offer, not just to our office, but to our larger field of practice.”
“I appreciate that.”
“This will make both of those things harder.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?” Gillian pushed, “Because you seem to want to stay here anyway. I understand you’ve relocated for this position, but surely you can find another place that would be less fraught.”
“I don’t want to sound overly dramatic, but my life has been fraught for a long time. I need stability. I need a chance to succeed. I need the right fit, and I moved here because I believed I’d found that. I won’t blame you if you take it away from me because of your own concerns, but please don’t make me go because you think it’d be better for me. It won’t.”
Gillian sighed. “I don’t pretend to understand what happened. I still cannot fathom how it happened with Brooke, of all people, but I meant what I said earlier about how closely we work together. I don’t know what kind of resolution you two think you can have or want—”
“I want this job more than I want anything else.” The words sounded strangled, but she kept forcing them out. “I don’t need protecting. I wasn’t coerced. Please give me a chance.”
Gillian sat back. “I can’t make any promises. I’ll do everything I can to foster the best possible outcome, but now I need you to go home for the day. Think things over in your own space, and we’ll talk again tomorrow morning.”
She nodded and kept her hands clasped in front of her as she left the room so Gillian couldn’t see them tremble. She made it all the way to the parking lot before she pulled her phone from her pocket.
It rang twice before Naomi answered. “Aren’t you supposed to be working?”
“Yes, but I got some terrible advice from my friend over the weekend, and now I might not have a job anymore.”
“What? Who’s this friend? How’s it affecting your job?”
“You, asshole. You told me to go out and have a one-night stand.”
“That’s great advice, and you loved me for it.”
“I did until I realized you left out one pertinent detail.” She shook her head as the tears started to fall. “Make sure the woman you have the greatest sex of your life with isn’t one of your new supervisors.”
“Holy fuck.”
“Yeah.”
“No.”
“Yes,” she yelled.
“Wow, I mean, in movies and books and such, the better the sex, the more likely you are to have a massive conflict of interest. If you were a professor or something, she would’ve for sure been a student.”
“I hate you.”
“Sorry, sorry, I can’t believe this is happening.”
“You?” she snapped. “How do you think I felt when I walked in and saw her standing there talking to my boss?”
“Um, turned on?”
“No! Well, okay, yes, but also horrified. Naomi, this could cost me everything.”
“Right, and I hear the anguish there, I do. But, on the bright side, you found her.”
“You’re the worst friend in the history of friends.”
She snorted. “Hardly. First of all, I have to look on the bright side, because when you freak out, it freaks me out. Secondly, there are a lot of therapy offices in the world, but only one smoking hot therapist you’ve ever had mind-blowing sex with.”
Tegan made it to her building and unlocked the front door before stepping inside and leaning against the wall. She hadn’t thought of that before, and honestly, she wasn’t sure she wanted to. “It doesn’t matter. We slept together. She left. Not the setup you throw your career away for.”
“Okay,” Naomi said seriously, “but tell me, do you want the job more than you want Brooke?”
Her chest tightened so forcefully it expelled all the air from her lungs, and she squeezed her eyes shut as if she could block out all the images filling her brain. She didn’t want to think about it. She didn’t have a right to.
Brooke wasn’t her choice to make.
She’d said so herself. She wouldn’t ever do anything to stand in the way of Tegan’s career, but she didn’t want to tell Naomi that. She didn’t want to give anyone else what little agency she had left in this situation, so she found only enough conviction necessary to say “yes.”

Brooke finally knocked on Gillian’s office door at just after five o’clock. She’d had all day to prepare for this conversation, but between summoning all her strength to stay present with her clients and the emotional exhaustion from the other gut-wrenching interactions she’d already faced, she’d mostly made peace with the fact that some things couldn’t be properly braced for.
“Come in,” Gillian called, and Brooke found her sitting behind her desk with two highball glasses and a bottle of Crown Royal.
She closed the door behind her even though there was no one else left in the building. “I’ve never seen you drink at work.”
“And I’ve never known you to have one-night stands, so either we’re both trying something new, or you actually have a thing for this girl, and, either way, that justifies a drink.”
Brooke took the seat across from her and motioned for one of the glasses.
Gillian poured a few fingers of whiskey and slid it over before making one for herself. She took her time sipping before leveling her gaze fully at Brooke. “So, which is it?”
“Both? Neither?” She shook her head. “Gilly.”
“Don’t ‘Gilly’ me right now. What the hell? How could this have happened?”
“I don’t know, but it’s never going to happen again. That’s the main point, right?”
“It would be if I believed it, but I know you too well. This girl—”
“Can we not call her that? She’s young, but she’s smart and driven, everything you saw in her and more, which is why what happened between us escalated so quickly and completely. It’s also why there’s zero chance of a repeat.”
“Doesn’t add up.” Gillian pushed. “I’ve known you since your divorce. I was there for girlfriends number one and two, and the relapse with number one. Now I’m supposed to believe you randomly found someone you liked enough to sleep with after a few hours, but you’re not in deep enough to want to see her again? It doesn’t make sense.”
“No. Literally, it’s the only way it does. There’s nothing left to wonder about. I swear I asked myself all the important questions before I left her bed Saturday morning.”
Gillian took another swig of her drink. “Thanks for the visual, but go on.”
“I wouldn’t have been able to walk away if I thought there was any chance of us having a legitimate future together, because you’re right. I’m not built for one-night stands. I don’t have the nerves or the stomach or the ability to disconnect my heart from my body, but I walked out the door on her because there’s no chance for us.”
“Interesting take.” Gillian nodded thoughtfully. “Why is there no chance of a future for the two of you?”
“She’s twenty-eight.”
Gillian waited, silent and steady, which piqued Brooke’s annoyance, because she knew the strategy as well as anyone. “Don’t do that. We have the same fucking training.”
She finally smiled. “Then you should know better than to bullshit me.”
“I’m not bullshitting. We’re at different points in our lives.”
“What, you’re old and jaded now?”
“No. Maybe. I would’ve said ‘settled’ or ‘experienced,’ while she’s on the cusp of everything. She’s going to be brilliant, but she’s teetering with her toes right on the line of becoming someone new and powerful and purposeful. Friday night she made me remember what that felt like. I was drawn to those qualities for a few hours, but by Saturday, I knew I couldn’t impede her process. This moment needs to be hers. She deserves freedom and support and space to make her own way or her own mistakes.”
“Like you when you left Chad and—”
“We don’t need to put too fine a point on it,” she said quickly. “Just know I’ve got a handle on my emotions and my responsibility. If she stays, I’ll cope. But if we crush her, I’m not sure how I’d ever make peace with what I swear was the worst coincidence in the history of Buffalo.”
Gillian shook her head. “Seriously. I’ve been sitting here for hours wondering how the fuck this could’ve happened to you of all people.”
“I hope you did more than wonder, because we have some absurd things to figure out.”
“I made calls. Many of them. You didn’t break any rules. You reported your conflict pretty much immediately, and she stated her desired outcome independent of your influence.” Gillian took another sip of her drink. “I honestly don’t see how it won’t make both of your lives infinitely harder, but I also can’t find anyone else willing to take her on such short notice anywhere in a fifty-mile radius. If she doesn’t stay with us, she’ll have to move or wait God knows how long.”
Brooke’s hands started to shake, and she pressed the glass to her lips to steady herself. “What’s the verdict?”
“You can’t supervise her.”
“No shit.”
“We need ground rules, hard ones, about what happens when you two do have to work together, and you will. There’s no getting around it.”
“Of course.”
“I can’t separate you or chaperone you. And I say this with love and lots of personal experience, you cannot stonewall her or give her some silent stoicism. You’ll have to walk a tightrope for a full year.”
Her stomach clenched at the daunting task and timeline, but it sounded better than the alternative.
“And we have to bring Robin in on this.”
She groaned.
“Yeah, I don’t relish that conversation, either. It feels like piling awkward on top of awkward. But she’ll have to carry extra weight, and she’ll notice you’re not helping. I can try to tell her a new conflict of interest just came into existence—”
“And let her do the math herself?”
“She’s not an idiot, though honestly, the idea of you meeting the new colleague at a bar and taking her home for the night would be a hard sell.”
She sighed. “I hate every part of this.”
Gillian grimaced. “I mean, clearly you didn’t hate every part.”
Her face flamed. “Do I have to dignify that with a response?”
“No,” Gillian said resolutely. “We may get to the point where we laugh about this, but it probably won’t be any time in the next year, and it certainly won’t be tomorrow. We’ll need staff meetings, plural. Us with Robin first, and if she agrees, we call in Tegan.”
Brooke downed the rest of her drink. “Nope. Tegan first. She has a right to consent to any revelation of her sexual history. She told me so herself.”
Gillian smiled again. “Did she now?”
“Rather emphatically.”
“If we manage to work this out, and I still have doubts, I do still think I’ll like working with someone who can face the hellscape of embarrassment she endured today and still demand to be given her sexual liberation dues. I told you she was special.”
A million memories rushed through her brain … Tegan laughing, Tegan putting a hand on her knee, Tegan staring up at her, Tegan asleep in the morning light. “She is.”
Gillian nodded resolutely. “Maybe she really will be okay.”
“I think she might be.” She didn’t share her concerns that the same might not be true for her.



CHAPTER EIGHT
“So, those are the outstanding conditions.” Gillian sat back from her desk after laying out all the details still swimming through Tegan’s frazzled brain.
It hadn’t been the worst conversation she’d had in twenty-four hours, but after the emotional wreckage of yesterday and approximately zero hours of sleep, she wanted to make sure she had everything correct. “So, if we bring Robin up to speed and she agrees to extra supervision, and if Brooke and I can maintain a healthy working relationship, and if I understand she has no say over my assessments formally or informally, then I can stay?”
“So many ‘ifs,’” Gillian agreed sympathetically. “Are you sure this is what you want?”
She took a moment to seriously consider the question. There was no doubt they had a steep hill to climb, and bringing one more person into the equation didn’t sound like a rockin’ good time.
“You can still change your mind,” Gillian added softly. “You can change your mind anytime. We all want you to have every opportunity to feel safe and valued and successful.”
She smiled wearily. “That’s one of many reasons I want to stay.”
“Okay.” Gillian pushed back from the desk. “We’re pro-choice around here. No one knows your needs and capabilities better than you, so we’ll do our best to create an environment where you feel comfortable being open and honest.”
“Which starts with a meeting where we lay everything on the table?”
“You got it.” Gillian walked around to the door and held it open for her. “Once more unto the breach.”
She rose and squared her shoulders, then followed Gillian all the way to the end of the hall, working hard not to peek into Brooke’s room. Was she in there collecting herself? Had she gotten any rest last night?
She didn’t have to wait long, because no sooner had they entered the small conference room than she came in looking as perfectly poised as ever.
“Morning.” She offered a subdued smile, and Tegan wasn’t sure if the envy or attraction hit her hardest. Maybe the two were related, because, looking at Brooke’s navy blouse and maroon skirt with fashionable boots, Tegan definitely wanted to exude that energy and to be wrapped up in it. Instead, she took the seat farthest from the door so she couldn’t bolt when things got cringey. Again.
Brooke sat at the other end of the oval table, and Gillian acted as a buffer between them. Thankfully, no one had to make small talk, because a younger woman came through the door with a blast of better energy. “Hello, my loves. I’d ask if your weekend was as off the hook as mine, but I highly doubt it.”
The new arrival was loaded down with an armful of file folders, a laptop, and a cup of what Tegan suspected contained super-caffeinated coffee. Her dark hair was stylishly disheveled in layers just past her chin, and she wore skinny jeans with a plain black T-shirt. Something about her easy smile and the mischievous eyes behind dark-rimmed glasses made Tegan relax a smidge.
“Oh hey.” The woman seemed to notice her for the first time. “You must be Tegan. I’ve heard so much about you, but also kind of forgot you’d be here today.”
“I almost wasn’t,” Tegan said in a rare bout of bluntness.
“I feel ya.” She dropped all her stuff on the table and reached across to shake her hand. “I’m Robin, but I’m sure you knew that. Are you why we’re meeting today?”
“Very much so,” Gillian said, “and for multiple reasons. Obviously to make introductions, which we’ve done now.”
“Cool, cool.” Robin dropped into the chair and flashed a smile at Brooke. “You beat me to the punch, not surprising.”
Brooke nodded. “I may surprise you yet, because I think it’s my turn to start the next stage of the meeting, unless anyone objects.”
She glanced first to Gillian, then Tegan, who once again admired her ability to face the hard parts head on. Were her coping skills so superior she’d been able to compartmentalize everything already, or was she merely better at projecting calm when her insides were being ripped asunder?
“Lay it on me.” Robin leaned forward in an eager active-listening pose.
“As you know, Gillian brought Tegan on board because she thought she’d be a great fit for the office as a whole. She planned to serve as her official supervisor while we all agreed to carry part of the load, but a chance meeting over the weekend complicated things for me.”
Robin’s eyes went wide. “What did you do?”
“Let’s say some out of character interactions left me in a position where I inadvertently …” Her voice faltered as she searched for words while steadfastly refusing to make eye contact with anyone.
“Hey.” Robin softened. “It’s okay, Brookes. It’s a judgment-free zone. You met someone?”
Brooke nodded slowly.
“And you hit it off?”
Tegan shifted in her seat at the understatement.
“That’s fantastic. High five!” Robin lifted her hand and leaned in, but Brooke shook her head.
“Nope. Not going to happen.” Brooke deadpanned. “We’re not in high-five territory now, or ever. We’re in a complex conflict-of-interest situation.”
“I don’t understand. How could—” Her eyebrows shot up, and she turned to Tegan. “Oh shit.”
“Yeah,” Tegan said slowly, without offering any further explanation.
“So … you two, like, met each other, and you didn’t know who the other was?”
“Correct,” Brooke said evenly.
“And you like, hung out and …” She glanced from one of them to the other, then covered her mouth with her hand. “Seriously?”
Gillian hopped in. “We’ve worked through the ethical implications, and no rules were broken. The interaction took place before Tegan started work, and both of them have affirmed it has little potential to carry over into a long-term conflict.”
Robin sat back. “Holy shit.”
“A valid response,” Gillian agreed. “I went with ‘what the fuck,’ and I’m sure these two share the sentiment, but after much discussion, Tegan would like to stay on here.”
“Right on.” Robin blew out a heavy breath. “What do you need from me?”
“First of all, informed consent,” Gillian said. “You deserve to know the issues at play ethically and professionally. We model open, honest communication here.”
“Absolutely.” She offered a little grin to Tegan. “Thank you for participating in that culture in a big way right off the bat. It speaks highly of your integrity. And Brookes, babe, I wouldn’t have expected anything less if I’d been capable of imagining you in such a situation before now.”
“Thanks, I think.” Brooke pinched the bridge of her nose. “But with me out of the running for any supervision or evaluations, there’s the tactical concerns about coverage that would require you and Gillian to carry a heavier load.”
“Right. Oh boy, hadn’t gotten there yet mentally, but yeah, cool.”
“Cool?” Gillian pressed.
Robin nodded to her, then turned to encompass Tegan. “If you want to work with me, I’d be honored to help. I love this job, I love these women, and you’ve already managed to be super interesting.”
“I’d like that, if I’m allowed to stay.”
“Allowed?” Robin asked more in Gillian’s direction. “She didn’t break any rules. No one broke any rules. We can’t punish someone for being human and doing things two freaking adults have the right to consent to.”
“I’m inclined to agree,” Gillian sighed, “as long as everyone is on board with the ground rules for going forward. I’m the supervisor. Robin will assist and support in an official capacity when I’m not able. Brooke and Tegan are colleagues who will strive to find equal, professional footing. We’ll keep the lines of communication wide open and rely on the team, as a whole, to mentor and foster a supportive environment. At no point will Brooke or Tegan have any say in evaluating each other.”
“Works for me.” Robin looked to Brooke. “You okay, Brookesy?”
She nodded. “As long as Tegan is.”
Everyone turned to her, expressions serious, but open, caring, and compassionate. For the first time in a few days, Tegan’s heart constricted with something other than embarrassment. She hadn’t known what to expect from Robin, but affection surged through her. “I appreciate all of you and your willingness to give me the benefit of the doubt. You’ve only confirmed I made the right decision the first time I accepted a place with this practice. I don’t want to lose that now.”

Brooke stared at her coffeepot without really seeing it. She’d meant to wait only for the machine to stop gurgling before pouring her own mug, but somewhere along the line, she’d become hypnotized by the pattern of concentric rings caused by each drip. She didn’t know how long she’d stood there, lost in a trance, before she registered a gentle hand on the small of her back.
She blinked a few times before her eyes focused enough to see Robin smiling at her.
“How you doing, Brookes?”
“Good.”
Robin cocked her head to the side and waited.
“Why do people keep doing this to me?”
“We’re holding space for you.”
“Well, you can stop. I don’t need space.”
“Cool. So, we’re on for Take-Out Tuesday?”
Brooke gritted her teeth. “Yeah, sure, fine.”
“Wow, super convincing.” Robin wrapped an arm around her shoulder and gave it a little squeeze.
The contact wasn’t unusual, but given the situation, it felt raw to be touched at work, and she waited only long enough to make it look like she wasn’t wincing to pull away. “It’s been a week, and everyone seems to be settling in?”
She hadn’t meant to sound uncertain, but Robin clearly picked up on the underlying question, because of course she did.
“Tegan’s doing well. She’s sat in on a few of my sessions and more of Gillian’s. It’s still early, but so far, so good.”
She noted the distinct lack of details. Gillian had done the same thing, but they both seemed to have looped Tegan into their schedules easily enough, and Brooke had noticed them huddling after sessions a time or two, though she hadn’t had any direct contact with her. She still hadn’t decided if that fact left her feeling gratitude or concern. Eventually, she and Tegan would have to interact, but apparently no one wanted to push the boundary too soon. The realization they were still walking on eggshells might’ve offended her if not for the way her chest tightened each time she’d overheard Tegan laugh from the other room. The sound took her back down paths she’d rather not wander.
“We could put off dinner,” Robin offered.
She shook her head. “We didn’t do it last week.”
“For good reason. We’re establishing new patterns. There’s a new person in the office. Even under the best of circumstances there’s an adjustment, and these circumstances …” Robin shrugged. “A grace period is not unwarranted.”
“I appreciate what you did there, and how much grace you’ve offered.”
“I’m not sure you needed any from me. Honestly, I’m torn between wanting to honor professional boundaries, and also wanting to get you drunk enough to spill every glorious detail.”
Brooke laughed lightly. “I’m never getting drunk enough again.”
“Were you super drunk?”
She shook her head. “Not at all.”
“Good, that didn’t track for you. None of this does, which, honestly, is kind of what I meant when I asked if you were okay.” Robin bumped her shoulder. “I just wanted to make sure we didn’t spend so much time focusing on what happened that we skipped over why.”
Her stomach turned, and if she’d let herself stop to examine why for even a second, she suspected she might dissolve right there. Mercifully, Gillian interrupted by coming around the corner.
“Have we resorted to watching coffeepots this early in the week?”
Robin snagged a mug. “You have to admit, it’s a thing of beauty. Want some?”
“Please and thank you. It’s already been a long one.” Gillian took the cup and grabbed the pot, pouring some for herself before passing it around the group.
“We were just talking about that.” Robin segued nicely. “What’s the temperature in the room around Take-Out Tuesday?”
Gillian paused with her mug near her lips and glanced at Brooke.
“I’m a yes,” she said, mostly managing to hide the hint of defensiveness pushing up in her. “I don’t need to be shielded or coddled.”
“Of course not,” Gillian said, “and Tegan’s doing great, but have you two talked yet?”
She poured her coffee. “We haven’t had any reason. I’m working, she’s working, but if we’re all going to be here tonight, there’s no sense in anyone starving on my account.”
Robin nodded emphatically. “You set your boundaries, and if they come with munchies, all the better.”
“My only boundary is we’re not ordering wings. It’s too on the nose for her first function in Buffalo,” Brooke said.
“Fair,” Robin agreed. “Also, I have sessions until nine o’clock, and I’d rather not wear my dinner.”
Brooke laughed lightly. “Why do you keep wearing white?”
“It looks good under my leather jacket, and we can’t all be flawlessly elegant.”
“You’re talking about Gillian, right? Because I think we can all agree I don’t qualify as flawless this week.”
Robin arched her eyebrow with a hint of playfulness. “I agree to nothing. Maybe your flawlessness was your downfall.”
“Nope.” She shook her head. “We’re not at the joking stage. Never will be.”
“I agree on the first part if not the second,” Gillian said. “Too soon.”
Robin didn’t argue. “Fine, but don’t ask about my weekend because I always do my best to—”
She came up short as Tegan stepped through the doorway and immediately stopped, or maybe that was Brooke’s heart. She wasn’t lusting after her, not in any way. The emotions were too complicated, but she still hadn’t gotten used to having her appear so suddenly, so casually, so painfully pretty in her slacks and her flowy blouses open at the collar.
“Hey, new friend.” Robin broke the conspicuous silence. “We’re talking takeout. What’s your poison?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Honestly, I hardly ever eat out.”
“We’re eating in,” Robin said. “On Tuesdays, we all have clients until too-late-to-cook o’clock, but we break from 4:30 to 5:30 and eat in the conference room. We sit around and chat to bring the vibe up a bit before we dive back in for the night shift.”
Tegan glanced at Brooke. “And you want me to stay, too?”
“If you’d like. It’s up to you, but it’s a nice tradition.”
“I’d love to,” Tegan said. “But someone else has to pick the food because I don’t know what I don’t know.”
“You don’t know what you like to eat?” Robin asked.
“I do, but you all put truffle oil on French fries here,” she blurted out.
Brooke laughed unexpectedly, and the ice around her heart cracked as she warmed at the memory of a conversation that took place before everything had spun out of control, or at least before she realized it had. In her mind, she heard Tegan say, “Sounds gay. I’m in.” For the first time, the memory of that night wasn’t wholly unsettling, and Brooke grabbed hold of something genuine. “Let’s order poutine.”
Gillian and Robin both groaned.
“What? I’ve never tried poutine. Is it not good?”
“It’s so good,” Gillian said.
“And the only one who won’t end up wearing it is Brooke,” Robin added, “but if I must sacrifice another white T-shirt in the name of Take-Out Tuesday, so be it. If you live this close to the Canadian border, you have to try poutine.”
“Are you sure?” Tegan asked.
“Are you sure you’re up for joining us?”
She nodded.
“Then we’re sure,” Brooke said, and while the choice of what food to order for a working dinner wasn’t exactly one of life’s great questions, it did feel good to be certain about something.



CHAPTER NINE
“Yes.” Robin hissed as she entered the conference room.
Tegan peeked over her shoulder to see the table laden with two different piles of fries slathered in a slew of toppings. “Is that dinner?”
“Poutine,” Gillian explained from her seat as she pulled a large helping onto her own plate. “When I heard you’d never tried it before, I got traditional so you can see the original gift from our neighbors to the north, and one with pot roast to sample one of our local favorites.”
“Best boss ever.” Robin grabbed her share with gusto.
Gillian laughed. “I’d accuse you of being easy to amuse, but I’ve seen you jump out of planes on two separate occasions, so I’ll take my compliments where I can get them.”
“Wait, have you really?” Tegan asked.
“What?”
“Jumped out of two planes?”
“No.” Robin laughed.
“Okay.”
“I’ve jumped out of way more than two planes.”
Tegan looked from her to Gillian, who said. “Don’t sound too interested or she’ll try to get you to go with her.”
“That’s … wow, you seem so chill in sessions.”
“I’m chill when I skydive, too. It’s actually serene. You should come with me.”
“Told you,” Gillian sing-songed, and pushed a plate across the table to her.
Tegan took the opportunity to snag a healthy portion of fries from each platter to compare the two, even though Robin’s earlier comment about wearing them loomed large as she tried to decide how to begin eating. She wanted a bite with all the components, which appeared to be fries, gravy, and cheese on the original, with all that plus savory shredded beef on the other. She might’ve tried to be daintier or at least more professional if such a thing seemed possible or if she weren’t starving. She’d been working for a week but still hadn’t seen a paycheck yet, and her meager mac and cheese supplies at home were wearing thin, so she didn’t even manage not to make yummy noises after shoving her first bite ungracefully into her mouth.
Gillian and Robin both smiled.
“She likes it, Brookesy,” Robin called, and Tegan turned to see the last member of the team watching from the doorway. The sight of her standing there settled in her stomach even warmer than the food.
“What’s not to like?” Brooke took the last seat. “Welcome to the northern border.”
“It’s delicious here,” Tegan said, and, for the first time, the exchange didn’t feel tense or contrived. She got the sense Brooke had been giving her a wide berth, which had helped her get into a routine with the others, but, until this moment, there’d always been a conspicuous kind of absence in the form of an empty chair, an untouched coffee mug, or the quiet click of a closing door. She appreciated the freedom and the space Brooke had provided, but, even with the awkwardness hovering around them, it still felt more right to have her there than not.
Robin seemed to agree, because she grinned. “The gang’s all here. What should we do, truth or dare? Two truths and a lie? Or maybe …”
“If you say ‘spin the bottle,’ I will fire you,” Gillian deadpanned.
Robin laughed. “Come on, edgy icebreaker time, unless you want to talk case studies.”
“Ugh.” Brooke shook her head. “Can we save those for the staff meeting? It’s too late in the day for me not to sound mildly depressed.”
“Still?” Robin asked at the same time Gillian said, “Again?”
“It’s just Tuesdays … and also Fridays.”
The other two exchanged a glance that left Tegan wondering how many times they’d heard this, but there didn’t seem to be a hint of judgment in any of them as Robin pivoted. “Might be good to do origin stories.”
“I like it.” Gillian popped a fry into her mouth. “Let’s give Tegan the company history. That’s helpful for context and doesn’t let Robin play Dungeon Master.”
“Not as fun as truth or dare.” Robin pretend pouted. “But probably more helpful. Get us rolling, G-Money.”
“Sure.” Gillian turned to Tegan. “I didn’t always answer to lovely monikers like G-Money. I grew up in Williamsburg, upper middle class, relatively secure family life, good emphasis on being well-rounded. I played sports and the cello, and did debate team, uber competitive, and I got a nice scholarship package to Cornell.”
“Top of the class, too,” Robin said, “which is why she also answers to ‘Ivy League.’”
“That part’s not true. No one calls me that, but I was a classic first child overachiever. Started college intending to be a financial planner.”
“Which is why she still rocks the suits,” Robin added.
“That part’s true. I was on the power path and flying through my stats classes, but for one of my general education requirements, I took this cookie-cutter human psychology class, and I found it fascinating. Humans have so many more complexities than the markets and infinitely more upside than late-stage capitalism.”
“Burn it all down,” Robin said happily as she shoveled some food into her mouth.
“I didn’t go quite that far, but I took more psych classes, and I began to see patterns in my own life, chasing all kinds of things for external validation and stretching myself in unhealthy ways to get there. It didn’t take a genius to see that if I didn’t swerve, I was going to end up in toxic relationships with work and money, and quite possibly alcohol. I started therapy, and it turns out I excelled there, too. I figured if I liked the study and I liked the practice of mental health, maybe I should use my math skills and put two and two together.”
“Which is how you ended up with the four of us all around this table.” Brooke smiled at her with great affection.
“Eventually. I went to grad school here in Buffalo, and Brooke entered the program in my last year.”
Tegan arched her eyebrow. “You two have known each other your whole careers?”
Brooke nodded. “Gillian was hyper-involved in the grad program, always at events and mentoring new students. She and I hit it off. When she graduated, we stayed in touch, and she opened her own practice the year I finished school.”
“Did she supervise you?”
“Not officially, but we hung out constantly, the two of us and our friend Sawyer,” Gillian said. “I always knew we’d end up in the same place, but I didn’t want to bring anyone else on until I understood the ins and outs.”
“Which took her all of a year,” Brooke clarified with a wry smile. “As soon as I was fully licensed, she swooped in with a stellar presentation and a five-year plan. I’ve worked here ever since, which is my story.”
“Hey, master of diversion,” Robin cut in. “Don’t think we didn’t notice how you skimmed over the good stuff to piggyback on Gillian’s story there.”
“What? We’re doing the history of the practice. That’s my history of the practice.”
“But you didn’t tell us how you got into the field, and I think that’s fucking charming.”
Brooke sighed, and it didn’t take any stellar observation skills on Tegan’s part to figure out she didn’t relish the topic, though Tegan couldn’t tell if it was the subject matter or the audience making her uncomfortable. Probably the latter, because everyone else seemed to know the story.
“You don’t have to tell too much on my account,” Tegan offered.
“I’m not withholding. It’s just not as interesting as Robin makes it out to be, or as concise as Gillian’s. I look a longer path to the profession.”
“That’s what makes it cool,” Robin affirmed, “but challenge by choice, my friend. If you’re feeling a little tender …”
“It’s fine. I’m fine.” She smiled weakly at Tegan and took a steadying breath. “I got married very young, hadn’t even finished college, but it seemed like the thing to do at the time. Chad and I had been high school sweethearts, the only people each of us had ever dated, and everyone expected it, even me.”
Tegan tried to use every ounce of practice to keep her expression pleasantly neutral, but she suspected she didn’t do a great job, because the thought of Brooke being a young bride to someone named Chad was way more shocking than anything she’d ever heard in a session.
“We had a little house on the same street as his parents and started trying for a baby the night I graduated, but something wasn’t right, and every month that it didn’t happen left him more disappointed while I merely pretended to be. I didn’t have any frame of reference or coping capacity in my emotions. I certainly didn’t want to label it relief. It was complicated, but we weren’t living in a world where nuance got much space. I started to worry something was wrong with me, like fundamentally, and not just my ability to make us parents.” Brooke sighed, and a piece of Tegan’s heart broke.
“Chad had the same doubts, not about his ability, about mine, and resentment built steadily until he slept with the woman who’d been my maid of honor at our wedding.”
Robin winced. “That one still burns.”
“Little bit.” Brooke scrunched up her face for a second. “He sobbed on my lap and said he’d do anything to figure out where we’d gone wrong, even therapy. He made it sound like he’d offered to submit to actual torture, and in hindsight, he kind of had. Turns out Chad, the guy who’d always been good at everything that mattered to him, wasn’t able to summon the dedication necessary to be good at communication, or vulnerability, or boundaries, or accountability.”
Brooke delivered the lines evenly enough, but each one felt like a needle jab under Tegan’s skin. She’d had her fair share of hard knocks, but this story felt like one gut punch after another.
“I, on the other hand, turned out to be great at all of it. Over time it became clear there wasn’t anything wrong with me for questioning, and all my niggling discontent was some part of me realizing I needed more.”
“And you damn well got it.” Robin slapped her hand on the table, sending a glob of gravy and cheese splattering across the front of her shirt, but she didn’t seem to even notice.
“I did.” Brooke’s voice didn’t carry Robin’s exuberance, but rather a subtle hint of resolve. “When it became clear Chad was more interested in finding my replacement than solutions, I took my half of the house money and invested it in my own future. He’s got a new wife and two kids while I have a master’s degree and a career helping other people do better than the two of us could do with each other.”
“And,” Gillian added, “you get to work for the best boss ever.”
“And the best colleagues.” Robin reached over and squeezed her hand. “You win.”
“Not sure it’s a competition, but yes, it feels akin to winning a prize, or at least dodging a big bullet.”
“And you came out.” Gillian’s expression turned playful. “That was a fun part of grad school.”
“Coming out on a college campus.” Robin lifted her hand in her direction. “High five.”
“Not going to happen.” Brooke shook her head, but she smiled in a way that helped Tegan begin to breathe again. “Also, I have a session in ten minutes. You shouldn’t have let me monopolize Take-Out Tuesday with my sob story.”
“Triumph story,” Robin corrected. “I’d watch the hell out of that Lifetime TV movie, and mine isn’t nearly as long. I came out my first year in high school and spent the next few years chilling with either my art teacher or my guidance counselor until I found the LGBT center, then took up residence there. I hung around so much, they gave me a job when I started college, and I dug it, so I stayed there right through grad school until these awesome women met me at an event we did for queer-friendly mental health services.”
“We’d been talking about getting a therapy dog for the practice,” Gillian explained, “but Robin had the same energy as a chocolate lab, so she did her practicum here, and we got attached.”
“They supervised me and never had the heart to kick me out.”
“All true,” Brooke said, with genuine affection, “though you do have to exercise her regularly or she starts to pounce. Still, the kids love her.”
Tegan laughed at the good-natured humor Robin brought out in the two more reserved women.
“She’s not joking on either count. I work with our late teen and young adult clients, lots of folks in various states of transition, either in life or gender, and if I don’t get regular thrills, I tend to go off leash in search of adventures. Which reminds me, do you know about the gym?”
Tegan shook her head at the seeming non sequitur. “The gym?”
“Sorry,” Gillian said, “totally forgot about that in the rush of everything last week. Our insurance plan has an agreement with a gym down the street. We all use it. I can get you the info after we wrap up tonight.”
“I haven’t found anything but the office and my apartment yet,” Tegan admitted.
“The gym is one block over from your apartment.” Brooke bit her lip as if realizing she’d alluded to inside information, but Robin, God bless her, didn’t even miss a beat as she gestured to the piles of poutine still left over.
“Lucky you, because this isn’t going to eat itself. You should take some home, so I don’t put myself into a carb coma before our next session.”
She glanced around, and everyone nodded. While she was aware enough to realize they were likely feeding her because she was young and poor rather than out of concern for their own waistlines, gratitude overtook embarrassment, largely because of the conversation they’d just had. These women, despite everything that had already happened, were willing to be open and vulnerable with her, which inspired her own ability to do the same.
“Thank you. I’ll be okay once the paychecks start coming through, but this week, I’m starving.”
Gillian pushed back from the table. “Take it all before I have the chance to do any more damage with the gravy. I’ve got my next session on my own, and then you’ll join me for the following one?”
“Looking forward to it.”
“But I get her first.” Robin hopped up. “Well, first I have to run to the bathroom and try to get this stuff off my shirt. Meet you in there?”
She smiled. “Sure.”
She waited until Robin took off down the hall before turning to Brooke. It was the first time they’d been alone together since everything had fallen apart, but after tonight, it felt like they’d begun putting things back together enough for her to at least say, “Thank you.”
Brooke rose slowly. “What for?”
“Everything. Standing up for my right to be here, giving me space to start a new narrative, acting as normal as any human possibly could, but mostly I meant for being vulnerable in sharing your story. It helps to know someone else overcame a lot to get here. I appreciate you trusting me enough to open up about your journey.”
Brooke’s smile seemed tired but genuine. “I think you hit on the key factor for all of it there.”
“Yeah?”
She turned toward the door as if not wanting to look her in the eye as she said the next part. “For better or for worse, you’re an easy person to trust.”
Tegan’s heart tapped along her ribs as she watched her go, the weight of those words settling over her like a warm blanket.

The knock on her door startled Brooke from her thoughts. She wasn’t used to getting visitors ever, especially after seven on a Friday night. She probably would’ve held very still and stayed silent, hoping whoever it was would go away, if Gillian hadn’t called out, “I know you’re in there, and if you don’t answer, I’ll use my key.”
She smiled and unlatched the lock. “To what do I owe this after-hours honor?”
Gillian held up a bottle of wine in one hand, a carton of peanut butter cup ice cream in the other. “We haven’t had any time to ourselves lately. I thought I might be able to entrap you with nostalgia and surprise tactics.”
She swung the door wide. “Come in.”
Gillian went straight to the kitchen and began pulling bowls from the cabinets as though she owned the place.
Brooke grabbed two glasses and a corkscrew as they fell into their roles easily enough. She finished pouring the malbec as Gillian dropped spoons into their identical bowls of ice cream. They wandered to the living room to curl up in their respective spots at opposite ends of the couch.
They sipped and ate for a few glorious minutes as some of the tension slipped from Brooke’s shoulders. They’d spent so many nights like this, and while both the furniture and the wine had improved over time, there was something profoundly settling about sitting across from Gillian.
“So, which of the world’s problems will we be solving as part of tonight’s docket?” she finally asked.
“Meh, let the world alone for a few hours. I want to catch up with you.”
“I’m afraid I don’t have much to tell. We work in the same place.”
“Sure, I see my colleague Brooke every day, but I miss my best friend.”
She rolled her eyes. “That’s corny, G-Money.”
“Is it? ’Cause it seems like you’ve been dodging me lately.”
“I’m not dodging. I’m respecting the boundaries. It’s only been two weeks. I need time to adjust.”
“The last two weeks have exacerbated the process, but it’s been going on much longer in less noticeable ways. Do you remember how many nights you ended up sleeping on my couch the year after I graduated?”
She smiled. “And Sawyer slept in the big, old recliner you inherited from your grandfather. We’re not in the same place anymore. You were just starting out. I was there studying and freaking out about work, and Sawyer … Actually, why was Sawyer always at your house?”
“There is no ‘why’ with Sawyer.” Gillian laughed. “I never could figure out how we even ended up getting close with them in the first place, other than they were always at every event, lecture, or documentary showing on campus.”
“God, we went to some weird stuff, usually because they served free food.”
“I once sat through a detailed lecture on recruiting international students for the basketball team because they had pizza.”
“And, how was it?”
Gillian grinned. “The lecture was better than the pizza. I went to several other talks from the athletic department, and I think Sawyer came with me to every one of them.”
“Is that how we ended up at the women’s gymnastics team’s apartment complex the night it was so cold Sawyer kept spitting to see if it would freeze before it hit the ground?”
Brooke laughed now, too. “No, that was all you and Sawyer’s doing the week after my divorce finalized. You both decided you’d give me a chance to explore the more sapphic side of my bisexuality, but you hadn’t counted on all the gymnasts looking like twelve-year-olds when I was closer to thirty.”
Gillian grimaced. “We had good intentions, and you have to admit, we still managed to have fun.”
“We always did.” Brooke admitted.
“Why’d we stop?”
She shrugged. “We got busy, you started a business, we signed mortgages, Sawyer left.”
“I’ve been wondering about the connection there lately. Do you think we got boring because Sawyer left, or did Sawyer leave because we got boring?”
She took a comfort bite of ice cream and let it melt on her tongue. “I think we all did what we needed. Plus, if we’d still had Sawyer, we might not have wanted to adopt Robin.”
Gillian laughed, but the sound sort of trailed off. “But if Sawyer was still here, would you’ve called them after you slept with Tegan?”
Brooke gasped.
“I mean, you didn’t call me, and it’s taken some time for the dust to settle at work, but now that it has, I can’t figure out why you didn’t.”
Her shoulders sagged, and she stared into her wine glass. “It’s complicated.”
“Hence the expectation you might reach out to your best friend.”
Brooke shifted on the couch. “My best friend’s a brilliant therapist.”
“As are you. We get each other.”
“Except I didn’t get this. And I didn’t want to pick it apart.”
“Because you’re ashamed?”
She bit her lip and shook her head. “No.”
“Because you’re not ashamed?”
“Maybe I should be. I certainly suffered a good bit of embarrassment about sharing my personal life with the whole office, and I still carry guilt about the work other people had to take on, but shame over what happened?” Brooke allowed herself the rare luxury of remembering how Tegan looked asleep, peaceful. “I don’t feel any shame.”
Gillian extended her leg and nudged Brooke’s foot with her own. “That makes me happy.”
She scoffed. “Not horrified?”
“We’re past mortification. You’re doing great at work. Breaking the curve on every expectation, not that anyone knew what to expect here, but you’re walking a line beautifully, maybe too gracefully.”
She set her empty ice cream bowl aside and sipped her wine. “I didn’t know one could overdose on grace when it came to a one-night stand turned junior colleague.”
“You’re such an overachiever.” Gillian smiled wryly. “But it’s always come at a personal cost, which scares me on your behalf this time around.”
“I promised I wouldn’t let my personal feelings spill over into the workplace.”
“Where are you letting them spill?”
She arched her eyebrow.
“You’re the model of decorum at work, and you aren’t talking to me. Sawyer’s not here. As far as I know, you haven’t seen anyone seriously in a couple of years. There’s got to be a pressure valve somewhere, or you’ll blow a gasket. Honestly, I suspect that’s what happened the first time around.”
“I don’t need a valve. I need to get back into my groove.”
“The one you had to break out of the night you slept with Tegan?” Gillian pressed. “You’re too good at what you do not to see the flaws in that plan, and your unwillingness to do the emotional work there is pretty unlike you.”
“The whole damn thing’s unlike me,” she shot back, “every piece of it. Going to a bar alone, striking up a conversation with a stranger, making a connection that ends in bed. Everything.”
“Everything but Tegan. She’s a lot like you.”
Brooke winced. “She’s not.”
“Maybe not the you of late, but she’s very much like the you I met years ago. She’s brilliant and engaged and eager to connect. She’s also struggling to find her place, to figure out who she is in work and life. She’s broken away from a rough upbringing.”
“I didn’t know.”
“Really?”
She searched her mind. “She didn’t share any details. She’s got a hint of desperation below the surface. There’s such a strong desire to do better there but laced with a little fear in her eyes.”
“And they’re really beautiful eyes.”
“I’m getting some mixed messages here, Gilly. First, you read me the entire riot act about how I need to be absolutely certain I can stay cool around her, and when I do, you show up at my door to tell me all the things she and I have in common and how beautiful she is.”
“Sorry, I’m not trying to push you toward her in any way.”
“What are you trying to do?”
“I don’t have an agenda. I know something extreme happened, and at first I freaked out because I worried you wouldn’t be able to resist a connection that obviously shook your world. And she’s worth it. When I take off my management hat for a moment, I can see it. She’s exactly the type of person you’d fall for.”
Brooke shook her head so hard she nearly spilled her drink. “Don’t.”
“What?”
“Offer romantic justification, or extrapolate a bigger context. The two of us aren’t fated or suited or anything. We had a strong attraction, a quick connection, but mere inches below the surface, I’d be swimming in a sea of red flags.”
“That’s awfully strong.”
“We don’t pull punches with each other. What if I’d come to you and said I wanted to fall into bed with a woman I’d just met, who’s ten years younger, in a bar, and a walking ethics conflict at work. It’s every horrible cliché about dead ends and disasters. Don’t tell me you would’ve looked at that list on a sheet of paper and advised me to sign on the dotted line.”
Gillian sighed. “When you look at it that way, it doesn’t seem great, but we both know people don’t exist on paper.”
“And we also know relationships are hard enough to make work under ideal circumstances. We’ve made a life out of trying to help people see themselves more clearly, and this is a 3D horror scape of hurt and embarrassment, not just for me, but for her, too. She deserves better than an ethics crisis to start the life she’s worked so hard to earn.”
“I’d argue you both do, but you make a compelling argument … again.”
Brooke arched an eyebrow. “Do you believe me this time?”
“I believe you believe it, and that’s enough for me, except I’m left spinning around in the same intellectual circle.”
“Why?”
“Because if what happened between you two wasn’t about Tegan being irresistible, even in all her awesomeness, that means it was something inside of you.”
She sat back and drained her wine glass, but even as the alcohol worked its way into her system, it did little to lessen the tension at her neck and creeping up into her jaw. “And what if it is?”
Gillian scooted closer on the couch and extended her arms. “We’ll figure it out. It’s kind of our thing.”
She rested her chin on her friend’s shoulder. “I kind of hoped we’d moved past the need to be quite so good at it by this point in my life.”
Gillian squeezed her a little tighter. “If nothing else, it bodes well for our job security.”

“It’s okay,” Robin said soothingly to the client across from her and Tegan. “You’ve got a ton of tools at your disposal.”
“Doesn’t feel like it,” the girl mumbled. She seemed incredibly frail, and acted like she wanted to burrow down into the couch cushions.
“Why don’t you take a deep breath and tell me five things you can see right now,” Robin coached.
She stared down at trembling hands resting between her knees. “My fingernails, the color on them, the pink and the purple and the blue, and my thumbs are swirled. I lost track. Is that five?”
Robin smiled, but the girl wasn’t looking. “What about four things you can feel?”
She took a shaky breath and placed her palms on the couch, but pulled them back quickly. “I feel me shaking. I feel like I might tip over or float away.”
“Shay,” Robin said her name, but glanced at Tegan, eyes full of sympathy. “How about your body? Do you feel your feet on the floor?”
“Uh-huh.” Her Converse sneakers rocked forward and back as if trying to gain greater purchase. She reached out briefly as if she intended to hold onto something. “The floor’s good. It’s solid, but I’m not right now.”
“It’s okay.” Robin leaned closer. “You’re safe here.”
“I know,” Shay said quickly. “In my brain I know, but I don’t feel it.”
Tegan scooted forward in her chair, and the move caught Robin’s eye. With a quick motion of her hand and a sideways set of her head, she asked a question without words. Over the last few weeks, she’d found she and Robin often read each other well, and they were currently using co-therapy as part of transitioning Shay’s sessions to Tegan.
Robin had urged her to trust her instincts, and she nodded a quick approval.
“Shay, I know you’re capable of managing your emotions. I’m just wondering if, since the floor feels good, might it be helpful to slide down there for a second and soak up more stability?”
Shay lifted her eyes. “Seriously?”
She nodded.
“Yes.” Shay’s voice shook. “I do that at home, sit on the floor, but I didn’t know if in front of other people it would feel vulnerable.”
“What if we all sat on the floor?” Tegan offered.
Shay laughed nervously. “Really?”
Robin slid out of her chair onto the plush, green area rug. “That actually feels great.”
Tegan joined her and sighed. “It does.”
Shay didn’t need any more encouragement. She gripped the edge of the couch and lowered her body, legs crossed. For a second, it looked like she might melt into a puddle, but pressing her palms flat in front of her, she opened her eyes. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Tegan said. “And thank you for your openness.”
“I can feel more now.” Shay closed her eyes. “I feel the couch against my back, the floor under my legs, the soft rug under my fingertips. I feel my heartbeat slowing down. I feel less, I don’t know, tippy.”
“Less tippy is good,” Robin said.
Shay opened her eyes and squinted down. “I still mostly see my nails though.”
“They’re pretty amazing,” Tegan said. “Did you do them yourself?”
“Yeah.” The corners of Shay’s mouth twitched up, even as her gaze stayed low.
“I wish I was good at stuff like that,” Tegan said honestly enough. “I haven’t had a manicure in years.”
“Why not?”
“My mom used to do them for me when I was little, but we kind of … grew out of it. Since I moved for school, I haven’t had the time or the money.”
“I could do them!” Shay grimaced. “Is that weird? I’m sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize to me, not for offering something cool. I’d love to have my nails done. Do you work at a studio?”
“Oh no. I’m not good enough, and I get nervous talking to people I don’t know, but I don’t think I’d be so anxious if I had something artistic to focus on.” She shrugged. “I’ve never tried.”
Tegan arched her eyebrow at Robin, who merely offered a bemused smile and a little rolling motion with her hand. “What if we tried an experiment? You could do my nails while you chat with Robin.”
Shay lifted her gaze, and a hint of hope shimmered there. She turned from Tegan to Robin and back again, her frantic vibe now equal parts excitement and panic. “Now? I have my stuff in my bag. Is it allowed?”
Robin smiled. “I don’t see why not. Shay, you’ve talked a lot about art being both a creative and emotional outlet for you. Sometimes having something comfortable to focus part of our brains on makes it easier to access parts we might normally keep walled off. Plus, Tegan would look smashing with some nail bling.”
Shay grabbed a multicolor bag from behind her on the couch. “I’ve got a whole new pride palette. That’s where my colors come from. They’re the colors of the bisexual flag because I like to send people hints about myself without having to talk to them. Is that silly?”
“Not at all.” Tegan placed a nearby throw pillow on her lap to rest her hands on, excited both for her own mini makeover and for Shay’s open stance. “We all want to be seen by our communities, even if we aren’t sure how exactly we want to inhabit them.”
“Yes!” Genuine excitement flowed from Shay as she laid out all her colorful little nail polish bottles. “What community do you want to show off? Is there a therapist color palette?”
“Good question.” She glanced at Robin.
“We’d probably use a neutral, soothing palate, which is boring.” Robin said. “Be boldly you. Take up space.”
“Okay, could you give me the full rainbow? That seems to suit both my identity and my mood.”
“I can! Put your hands together and I’ll do red, orange, yellow, green, blue, purple.” Shay tapped each finger as she went through the colors, then paused for a second as if thinking. “On the pinkies and thumbs, I can do trans colors, baby blue, pink, and white, but like in triangles.”
“I adore that. I bet a lot of people I work with will see them and feel safer because of you.”
Shay gave a happy little hum as she set to work. “I only ever considered trying to make myself feel better.”
“Maybe the two go hand in hand, all puns intended.” Tegan cast a smile at Robin while Shay focused diligently on her work. “Maybe when we do the things that make us feel better, we inspire the same in others.”
“Makes sense. When I find some way to put part of what’s inside me out there to the world, I like the world a little better.” Shay brightened. “Hey, Robin, that’s kind of a big thing to realize, huh?”
“Indeed.”
“I bet it works in the opposite way, too. Like when I get down on myself, the world seems worse, too.”
“What great insight,” Robin said. “Want to dig in a little bit while you do Tegan’s nails?”
Shay cocked her head to the side as if rolling the possibilities around in her mind. “Yeah. Thanks for letting me work while we talk. It helps.”
Robin laughed. “You don’t need my permission. You created the space with Tegan.”
“Thank you, too, Tegan.”
She smiled at Shay, then at Robin, who gave her a more serious expression as she echoed the sentiment. “Yes, thank you for showing up, too, Tegan.”
Her heart swelled as all the pieces came together. “The pleasure is all mine.”

“All hail the new queen.” Robin burst into the conference room. “I don’t know what’s on the agenda for today, but we need to add a docket item about helping Tegan get more of her own clients.”
Both the declaration and the theatrics with which it was delivered startled Brooke, who turned to see Tegan come through the door, her smile bright and proud. The expression sparked a similar feeling in Brooke.
“I’m all ears.” Gillian came in behind them.
“Shay just had a major breakthrough, all because of Tegan.”
“I wouldn’t go quite that far.”
“I would.” Robin clasped Tegan’s shoulders, giving her a little shake. “You’re open and insightful, and damn it, people like you.”
Tegan laughed.
Gillian took the seat next to Brooke. “I’m in full agreement. You did a great job with Martina’s intake for me this week, and it sounds like you had similar experiences with Shay. It’s been a month, and, honestly, I only waited this long to let you settle other aspects of your life before pushing too much.”
Brooke appreciated Gillian’s neutral word choice, as if Tegan’s move to a new city or thriving social life might’ve caused the added caution instead of the trauma of having slept with a colleague.
“As far as the work goes, you arrived ready,” Gillian said. “I talked extensively with both of your internship supervisors, and they said you’ve been totally capable of handling a full client load for some time.”
Tegan bit her lower lip as if trying to hold in a more exuberant smile, and Brooke’s chest tightened. She had nothing concrete to add to the conversation. She hadn’t seen Tegan work, which wasn’t to say she didn’t have opinions about how great she’d be in a session.
“So, we should start passing more referrals on to her?” Robin asked, seemingly most excited of all.
Gillian nodded. “I’d like to start with Martina. You two hit it off, and I got the sense she’d prefer to work with you. Plus, my slate is overfull. You’d be doing me a favor.”
“We’re already transitioning Shay over to you.” Robin laughed. “But not for another week because I want my nails done next session.”
Brooke and Gillian exchanged a quizzical look, then shrugged.
“I also have a young, genderqueer, emo college kiddo dealing with anxiety around coming out to parents while managing a university workload. We met at the queer coalition meeting, and I think he’d be a great blend of sweet and compelling for you.”
“I love that.” Tegan grabbed her tablet and began tapping notes. “If you give me the contact info, I’ll call this afternoon.”
Gillian looked to her. “What about you, Brooke? Any leads to pass on?”
She froze, not because she didn’t have anything, but because she did, only she wasn’t sure she was ready to share, which sent up an internal red flag. “I had a call from a new couple this morning.”
They all stared at her as if waiting for more, and she wasn’t at all certain why she didn’t offer it immediately. The prospective clients specifically asked about Thursdays, her busiest day. Handing them off to Tegan made all the sense in the world, and still, when she parted her lips, the words didn’t come.
“It’s all right,” Tegan offered. “If you want to work with them, I understand.”
“I don’t.” There, she’d managed to spit that much out. Surely something else should flow behind it.
“Tegan did her first practicum in a marriage and family practice,” Gillian offered, as if Brooke’s hesitation might stem from an unfamiliarity with her qualifications.
“I’m sure you’ll be great.” She forced a smile and took a slow breath before picking up her notebook as if she needed to check details. “They’re young, straight, married a few years, together since high school. I don’t have much backstory. He mentioned going through a rough patch when he called.”
“He called?” Robin asked. “Promising, right?”
She wasn’t sure she’d go that far. “Out of the ordinary, certainly.”
“And they’re young, that’s good,” Gillian supplied.
“Possibly,” Brooke said, then heard her own droll tone and shook her head. She didn’t want to add credence to Gillian’s concerns about getting closed off. “You’re right. I’m not sure what tripped my trigger, but it seems fortuitous, because I think they’re meant for you, Tegan.”
Tegan’s eyes held a hint of sympathy behind their shine now, but she managed a sweet smile. “Thank you. I’ll stop by your office after the meeting and get their contacts.”
Brooke nodded, the low pulse at the base of her skull doing a two-step, as if trying to decide if Tegan’s offer made her more or less tense. She hadn’t come to any definitive decision by the time they wrapped up and Tegan followed her down the hallway. Something about the sound of her footfall behind Brooke soothed her though, steady, soft.
She held open the door to her room and caught the honeyed scent of her as she passed, but before she had a chance to clear the haze it caused in her brain, Tegan perched lightly on the arm of a chair and hit her with hazel eyes under lush lashes. “Okay, be honest, what percent of you is cool with me taking these clients?”
She paused to think over the question in all its legitimacy. “Let’s say 70 percent.”
“A passing grade.”
“Not sure all percentages translate into a grade.”
“I’ve only been out of school a hot minute. My mind makes the conversion automatically.”
“Fair, and yet I’m not sure the grade is yours. Might be mine.”
Tegan’s dark eyebrow arched. “Interesting. What if it’s a group project? We’re in this together.”
She didn’t hate the idea, or the playfulness in Tegan’s tone. “If so, I think I may’ve cost you the 30 percent, because I was uneasy about this one before Gillian asked me to punt you the ball.”
“Wow, academia suddenly mixed with sports metaphors. Feeling like something might’ve triggered some high school memories?”
Brooke tried to smile as she settled into the chair opposite Tegan, but she suspected her mouth twisted a bit as the assertion landed. It wasn’t like she hadn’t done the math, and she’d been relatively certain Gillian and Robin’s perky comments earlier meant they had, too, but the fact that Tegan had so quickly seen the similarities between the new clients and Brooke’s own story felt a little raw.
“It’s okay if you don’t want to open up to me,” Tegan said softly. “I’m the new person and full of conflict for you. I just wanted you to know you don’t have to protect me from any of it.”
“I know,” she admitted. “Your coming in here to broach the subject is proof. For what it’s worth, none of my reservations had anything to do with your capabilities.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. You want to know the truth that grated on me even before we broached the subject of new clients?”
“I always want to know the truth.”
Of course she did. “Everyone else has had a chance to work with you, and it’s hard for me not to, not because I worry you aren’t doing well, but because I’m certain you are.”
“Are you?”
“Absolutely. I’m still feeling out how you and I can safely relate to each other as colleagues, and whether or not we can allude to anything else, but I think it’s okay to admit I find you easy to open up to. What happened between us didn’t change that, and maybe it should have, but it’s a testament to you that I feel like I could talk to you about these clients and my own feelings around their issues if I had any solid sense of what they were.”
Tegan slipped gracefully off the arm of the chair and onto the cushion, perching herself with a slight forward tilt and an open expression. “You don’t think it’s the whole young-marriage-straight-guy-high-school-sweetheart combo?”
She lifted one shoulder. “When you put it that way, it sounds straightforward, but those are surface-level characteristics, and none of them are problematic in and of themselves. If I started judging clients on any little piece of baggage that matches mine, I’d never work with anyone.”
“God, it’s good to hear you say that.”
She laughed lightly. “Seriously?”
“Yeah.” Tegan beamed. “I mean, there’s so much talk of conflict of interest and being self-aware and disclosing and checking in during school and the practicums.”
She scrunched up her nose. “You’ve had more conflict in the early weeks of the job than anyone else I know.”
“Right?” She shook her head. “But, where does it end? I’ve got my own stuff.”
“Who doesn’t?” Brooke laughed. “Every therapist has a therapist for a reason.”
“But, we still have to go to work. We’re people. We have bills. We have jobs. Please tell me we’re allowed to do them at some point.”
“We very much are. And you have good instincts. Everyone says so, and I’m a pretty good judge of genuine character. You’re authentic.”
“But my baggage is mundane. Like almost a checklist of run-of-the-mill family stuff, some middle-class insecurity, and your basic queer identity starter pack.”
Brooke grinned so broadly her cheeks ached from the unfamiliar expression. “I don’t know about basic. Parental issues might be the base model, but I thought class conflict and sexual orientation issues were sold separately. Still, I see what you mean. If we had to stay clear of every client with overlap, you’d never be able to pay rent.”
“And I do want to pay rent … what with the social-class tension and all.”
“I think you’ll be fine. You’ll know when to dig deeper and when to let go with clients as long as you stay connected and have some faith in yourself.”
“Trust my gut?”
She nodded. “Yes, and the people around you. If something feels off, you have a safe place to turn. You can work things out with us and pass the baton when you can’t.”
“And isn’t that what you’re doing by giving me the new clients?”
She sat back. Had Tegan walked her right up to the conclusion purposefully, or had she seized the moment? Brooke didn’t know if she should be offended or impressed with the deftness of her “practice what you preach” epiphany, but she couldn’t deny its effectiveness. Nor could she keep her heartbeat from ticking up a few notches at the subtle curve of satisfaction pulling at Tegan’s lips. She let her eyes linger there just a second longer than she should, then shook her head.
“What?” Tegan asked, a lilt of playfulness in her voice.
Brooke laughed. “Get out of my office.”
Tegan bit her lip as if trying not to crack a full smile as she stood. “Okay. I have to get back to work anyway, but thanks. It felt good to chat.”
It had. Easy, natural, meaningful without being heavy. Tegan offered grace and a new perspective without making her feel self-conscious. As she passed by her chair on the way out, Brooke reached out and tugged her sleeve just hard enough to catch her attention.
Tegan stopped and glanced down at her, eyes dancing, cheeks pink with humor. “Yes?”
“Well done.”



CHAPTER TEN
“Thanks for showing me this place.” Tegan hitched her gym bag a little higher on her shoulder as Robin held open the door to the locker room.
“No worries. I should probably be in here more anyway. I’m kind of an outdoors fiend, but I’d be better on hikes if I did a little conditioning.”
Tegan scanned Robin’s lithe frame without voicing her doubts. It wasn’t her place to tell anyone else how to feel about their own body, but she suspected that if she ever agreed to accompany Robin on one of her infamous adventures, she’d be the one struggling to keep up. “What do you have planned for this weekend?”
Robin’s eyes lit up as she tossed her stuff in an empty locker. “There’s a mounted archery workshop in the Southern Tier.”
“Mounted archery, like horses and arrows?”
“Cool, right?”
“Really cool … and random.”
“Want to come?
“Maybe next time.” She followed Robin out of the locker room, trying not to imagine how much an experience like that might cost. “I’m not sure my equestrian skills are up to the level where I’d feel comfortable introducing impaling objects to the mix.”
Robin shrugged, and they headed down the hall into the open gym. “We all gotta start somewhere.”
“You should feel free to start on horseback. I think I’ll start on a treadmill.”
“Please don’t tell me you’re one of those run-for-fun chicks.”
“It’s been awhile, between the move and summer finally bringing legitimate heat to these northern reaches, but I am indeed here chasing the endorphin rush of a runner’s high.”
Robin shook her head. “I’m not sure I can handle two of you banging that drum.”
“Who else?”
“Brooke likes to vent frustration via beast mode, running, swimming, boxing.” She nodded past the long row of cardio machines.
Tegan followed her gaze until her eyes landed on a heavy punching bag hanging past the last of the cardio equipment. Sure enough, Brooke stood upright, her carriage and form flawless as her sneaker-clad feet squeaked a light beat and her gloved fists pounded a steady rhythm.
Something in Tegan’s chest twisted the way it often did when the woman came into view unexpectedly, or she caught a hint of her perfume or heard Brooke laugh in the unguarded way that still sparked memories she’d worked hard to compartmentalize.
Tegan watched her unnoticed for only a few seconds, but long enough to raise her core temperature several degrees. Brooke had her hair pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore a white T-shirt with black leggings. There was nothing outstanding about the athletic wear, but the casual vibe was decidedly different from the perfectly professional attire Tegan had steeled herself against at work. It snuck around her defenses.
Brooke turned her head. Their eyes met, and Tegan fucking disintegrated. Every wall and emotional barrier she’d tried to reinforce day after day crumbled at her feet. Brooke’s eyes on her with unexpected ferocity felt like heat, felt like energy, felt like her hand along the curve of Tegan’s neck, and damned if she didn’t like it.
Robin cleared her throat, and she nearly jumped out of her skin. Not only had she forgotten Robin was there, she’d forgotten where she was, who she was. God, she’d been doing so well, or maybe she’d deluded herself into believing she had her emotions under control when she’d only hidden them behind work. Controlled people didn’t openly drool over their colleagues in the middle of a public space and in front of another coworker.
“I, um.” She blinked a couple of times and didn’t quite manage to look fully away from Brooke. “I want to start on the treadmill.”
“So you mentioned.” Robin sounded amused. “There’s only one open, there on the end. Better grab it fast.”
She nodded, and her feet moved. If her brain had been functioning, she may’ve given more thought to the fact that using the open machine would put her incredibly close to Brooke, and right in her line of sight for her entire run, but in her attraction-addled state, she couldn’t remember why that wasn’t a great thing.
Brooke, for her part, didn’t seem to be faring much better, as she dropped both her fists to her sides and watched Tegan pass, but she did manage a smile and nod of acknowledgement. “You found the place.”
“Robin,” she replied as if the name constituted an entire explanation, and for her part, Brooke accepted it.
Tegan hopped on the treadmill. She pushed the display buttons almost at random. Somehow, she managed to get the heart rate monitor synched with her smartwatch, but then she just started. She didn’t have a plan. She didn’t choose a program or set a timer. In contrast to nearly every other area of her life, she merely began walking without thought.
Then jogging.
Then running.
She picked up speed too quickly for someone who hadn’t done this in a while, but it was all she could do with her buzz of excess energy.
Brooke, too, picked up speed on the bag. She seemed to have patterns to her punches, but Tegan couldn’t have named them. She knew words like “jab” and “hook” from some sort of vague cultural awareness, but she hadn’t even the remotest interest in boxing until this moment. Brooke danced a series of light steps, making her look more nimble than she ever did in the office, but the flex of her body, the roll of her shoulders, the set of her jaw, the taut muscles of her arms, they all caused visceral flashes of memory in Tegan’s mind.
She pushed the speed button up a few more times as the burn in her legs failed to overtake the fire building in her brain. Her feet pounded into the whirring surface below her with a quickening rhythm, the sound of them begging to blend into the pattern from Brooke’s fists.
Was it Tegan’s imagination, or had the woman in front of her picked up her own pace?
Right, right, left. Right, left, left. Brooke’s hands pummeled her target. Her complexion flushed under her exertion, and the crimson spread down her neck, then onto the glimpse of her chest under her V-neck shirt. It took entirely too long for Tegan to realize she’d let her eyes wander to Brooke’s cleavage. Jerking her head up, she pressed the speed arrow up several more times as if it were a lifeline that could save her, or at least obliterate the emotions rising in her.
It did not.
Her lungs began to ache in earnest. This pace wasn’t sustainable, but perhaps none of this ever had been.
No.
She shook her head, and the movement seemed to catch Brooke’s attention. Brooke glanced over again without ever slowing her movements, but as her blue eyes hit Tegan with full force, she could barely breathe, and not from the exertion.
She was going to combust one way or another. She didn’t care, or maybe she’d passed the point where she could care. She’d cared about so many things for so long, and damn it, she’d done better than anyone could’ve predicted, herself included, but what if she stopped? What if she pushed herself past her breaking point for a few minutes? What if she ran off all the tension and confusion and want that bordered so breathtakingly close to need.
Increasing her speed again, she flew now, almost careening. There was no pace, no beat, only burn. Somewhere on the console of her machine a red light flashed, but she saw it only in her periphery. Her vision trained on Brooke’s body blows to her target. They had to represent something akin to whatever Tegan was running from.
They grew nearly frantic together. There were no jabs anymore as Brooke landed strike after thumping strike with her right arm. Biceps flexing and shaking, she leaned her whole body into the bag as if she needed to be propped up. Sweat beaded on the side of her face. A strand of blonde hair fell from its restraint and stuck to her cheek. Lips parted. Each breath seemed to rattle through her as raw as Tegan’s own lungs.
Which one of them would collapse first? Or would they peak together? The idea flashed through her like a jolt of lightning, and, instinctively, she reached forward once more, intending to ramp up her speed again, but a hand blocked hers, firm and strong.
The touch was so startling against her raw nerves, she stumbled and might’ve shot right off into the wall if not for an arm around her waist, pulling her off to the side.
“Breathe,” Robin commanded into her ear.
She blinked and forced her eyes to focus through the haze as several other people in the area stared openly at them.
“What?” It was the only word she could force out.
“Your heart rate monitor is going off,” Robin said matter-of-factly, still holding her tightly against her own body. “You need to steady your breath, in through your nose until it fills your diaphragm.”
She tried, but she couldn’t.
“Again,” Robin commanded softly.
She did better this time.
“Another.”
This time she got all the air all the way in.
“Good.” The arm around her loosened slightly. “Can you stand?”
“Yeah.” Her legs were wobbly, but they bore her weight as she eased away from her sweaty colleague before she turned around to see Robin’s other hand held tightly to Brooke’s wrist just below her boxing glove.
God, had she caught hold of them both like a teacher separating kids trading blows in the schoolyard?
This time, the heat spreading through her wasn’t from exertion or arousal, but shame. She couldn’t even meet Brooke’s eyes, but that didn’t stop her from imagining the humiliation she’d see mirrored there.
“You need to cool down.” Robin’s voice remained calm and clear.
She nodded.
“That’s not a figure of speech. Cold water to your face will stimulate the vagus nerve and help regulate your heart.”
She hadn’t known that, but she didn’t dare put her own judgment over anyone else’s at this point.
“Hit the shower?” Robin’s inflection finally rose, more question than order.
“Yeah.” At least the plan offered a reasonable escape, and Lord, she desperately wanted an out.
She scooted around Brooke, close enough to smell the scent of her perfume mingled with sweat, and got hit with a round of memories that forced her to amend her previous thought.
Getting out of here without any more embarrassment wasn’t the thing she wanted most. In fact, it was a very distant second.

Brooke stared at Robin’s fingers closed around her wrist. She couldn’t process anything but the physical contact. The touch, any touch, would’ve singed her raw nerve endings, but the added burn of it being Robin made the connection harder to put into context.
Robin, who’d always seemed like the kid sister of the group, handling her with firmness. Robin, who managed to make every situation a little sillier, staring at her with seriousness. Robin, who brightened every room, with a dark swirl of concern clouding her expression.
She’d come here tonight to blow off steam. That’s what Gillian had prescribed, a pressure valve she could release at will. It had been over a week since she and Tegan had sat alone in her office, and she’d pounded all her emotions out on the heavy bag so often, she’d convinced herself it was helping. At least she’d slept better after pushing herself to the brink of exhaustion, and work had been, well, working. Things were settling down right up until the moment they weren’t.
It had all happened so quickly. She still wasn’t even sure how. It felt like mere minutes since she’d stepped from the humidity blanketing the city into the cool air conditioning of the gym. The next thing she knew, she was on fire, drenched in sweat, her senses too overloaded to make the literal warning bells sounding from Tegan’s console computer.
Now Tegan was gone, overheated, overwrought, shoulders sunken with something that looked entirely too much like shame not to haunt Brooke at her core.
“Come on.” Robin nudged her gently. Placing a hand at the small of her back, she steered her toward the door. She didn’t say anything else as they shuffled across a hallway into a stairwell. Checking to make sure they were alone amid the gray concrete and dull steel, Robin reached for one of Brooke’s gloved hands. Cradling it gently in her palm, she used nimble fingers to untie the bow and tug at the strings lacing her in. Something about the gesture brought tears to Brooke’s eyes, and she blinked them rapidly away.
“I’m sorry,” Brooke mumbled.
“I’m not,” Robin said softly as she pulled the glove off entirely.
The cold air against clammy skin only made Brooke feel more exposed, and she tried to ball her fist for protection, but Robin hadn’t released her hand, and used her thumb to block the tension from taking hold completely. “I see it now.”
“See what?”
“How it happened between the two of you.”
Brooke tried to pull back, but Robin caught hold of her other glove and began to untie it.
“There’s electricity, something magnetic.”
“There’s not.”
Robin slipped Brooke’s hand from its confines and gave it a little squeeze. “You’re a good person.”
She shook her head.
“You’re a great person.”
“Great people don’t do what we’re doing.”
“What are you doing?” Robin’s voice stayed even, curious without judgment.
“I don’t know. Hurting, fighting, something. I thought it was working. I swear I believed I had myself under control, but I’m not capable of that level of denial anymore.”
“Sounds like a good first step.”
Brooke shook her head. “Nothing about that was good. I was off the rails, and so was Tegan.”
“Which hurts worse.”
“Yes.”
“Because you feel protective of her.”
“Yes.”
“Because you feel responsible?”
“Yes.”
“And because she’s so beautiful.”
“Yes.” She hung her head. “Fuck.”
“Oh Brookesy, I’ve never heard you say that word before. I kind of like it.”
“I don’t. She’s trying so hard.”
“You both are. It’s only been six weeks, and it’s all huge, only you’re acting like it’s not.”
“I thought she was doing so well. She seems good at work.”
“So do you.” Robin bumped her shoulder. “It’s a little mind boggling, really. I’d popped popcorn ready for a soap opera. I was looking forward to longing stares and crackling tension, but you both went to work so flawlessly, it was a bit of a letdown, except nothing really got set down, did it?”
“Clearly not, and I was wrapped up in my own coping, or maybe I wanted her to be unaffected by it all so much, I didn’t look too closely until the literal alarm bells went off in there.”
“And now that they have?”
“I don’t know. What does one even do when the safety warnings trigger because … her heart.”
“Yeah.” Robin sounded a little mystified. “You set off her heart sensors.”
She shook her head. “No, the physical exertion. She literally ran herself ragged because of me and—”
“Whoa.” Robin held up her hands. “You’re not in charge of her emotions.”
She opened her mouth to argue, but she couldn’t. She’d delivered that line too many times herself to try to attack it head-on, so she skirted around it. “I have a responsibility, professionally and personally. I can’t do to her what I had … I can’t put her in a position where she has to …”
The corner of Robin’s mouth twitched up.
“What?”
“You’re right there, babe.”
“Right where?”
Robin pursed her lips lightly and waited, searching her eyes expectantly as the silence stretched between them.
Brooke finally rolled her eyes. “Are you seriously trying to counsel me in a stairwell?”
“I wouldn’t dare.” Robin’s tone suggested she absolutely would. Then she laughed, and the sound bounced off the walls around them. “Look, Boo-Bear, I know you usually talk to Gillian, and I dig it. I’m still the new kid on the block, except now Tegan is, which would rearrange the natural order of things even without all the stuff pinging between the two of you. It’s a transition time for everyone, right?”
She ran the idea through her mind for a second. “I suppose.”
“So, like, do all the transition-time protocols. Offer grace, sit in the discomfort, hold space, and do all the blah blah blahs.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Do you find the blah blah blahs particularly helpful?”
Robin grinned at her. “Always, but I can’t lecture you about this stuff because you know it better than I do. You taught me half this shit. You’re total girlboss material, and I’m truly honored to bear witness to whatever the hell happened there, because it was epic.”
Her shoulders constricted again, causing a dull pain to radiate into her neck and jaw, which must’ve made her scowl.
“No. No.” Robin gave her hands a little shake. “Don’t go back to the frowny place. You’re still growing, Brookes. It’s a great thing. You’re good. You’re the best. Which is why I can’t believe I get to say these kinds of things to you. Your humanity is beautiful and powerful, all of it.”
“Even if I concede those points—”
“Which you should.”
“Fine. I’m a good person. Tegan’s a good person. The situation is … not good.”
“Good people can make not-good situations better when they show up. And seriously, what’ve you got to lose? Option B may involve, like, heart attacks.”
She sighed, not wanting to fall to such Robinish logic, but even if it wasn’t eloquent, she couldn’t deny the truth that what they were doing hadn’t worked as well as they’d pretended it had. They’d preserved the office and their work environment, but at what cost?
“I can see the wheels turning, and you have to find a way to stop.” Robin’s voice took on a lightness undercutting the topic. “Hey, do you know what a wise woman told me more than once?”
“Was it me? Am I about to have my own words used against me?”
“Yes, and this moment is glorious for me as I remind you that you have to be present in a situation in order to effectively navigate it.”
She clenched her jaw. She had said that. More than once. Had she forgotten the maxim or merely ignored it because she didn’t want to know anymore? Did it even matter? “Okay.”
“Okay?”
She nodded even though her head felt heavy. “Okay, we’ll have to try something different.”
“Because you’re such a good person?”
“Something like that.”
Robin clasped a hand on Brooke’s knotted shoulder. “I’ll help.”
She managed a half-hearted smile. “I have no doubt you’ll try.”
She had plenty of other doubts, though, only, with the echo of Tegan’s heart bearing the strain of what they’d done up until this point, she didn’t see any other viable option.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
“I’m sure you’re making a bigger deal out of this than it needs to be.” Naomi’s voice came through Tegan’s earbud on her walk to work Tuesday afternoon.
Tegan appreciated the late start on the day, even if it meant she’d be at the office until nine. Today would be the first time she, Robin, and Brooke were in the same room since last week’s gym disaster, and she didn’t relish the prospect. She’d seen everyone in passing since then, and no one had made her feel bad, but she still felt more than a little exposed. “I’m not sure one can make too big a deal out of something like this. In fact, I’m starting to suspect I haven’t made a big enough deal out of it. What was I thinking?”
“You were thinking of Brooke, babe. She got you hot and bothered. It happens.”
“It shouldn’t.”
“Except it should. You’re a young, sexy sapphic who had the best sex of your life with this woman, and now you see her every day all while knowing you can’t ever tap that again. Honestly, I’m surprised you made it this long without combusting.”
She didn’t care for Naomi’s logic. She didn’t want to feel helpless, and the idea that a meltdown couldn’t be prevented went against everything she believed. “It can’t happen again.”
“I mean, I’d rather you not tax your ticker to dangerous levels, but if you can’t blow off steam between the sheets, and you can’t do it at the gym, you gotta find another way.”
“I’m trying to meditate, and I’m using all my mental health tools, and damn it, I like my job so much, but I can’t live there, because she lives there.”
“Yeah, you two are remarkably well-suited.”
“Stop it,” she snapped.
“Okay, but, like, you have the same professional ethic, the same passions, the same coping skills and gym addictions.”
“Naomi, I swear to all things holy, I will come unglued if you make this any harder for me. I need help, I need a distraction, I need a friend who doesn’t work with me to offer some freaking perspective. Robin is great and fun, but she’s also connected to Brooke. Will you please focus on me?”
“Fine. Fine. As much as I’d like to hear more about Robin and Brooke, I have a better plan.”
“Lay it on me.”
“I have time off next weekend. What if I come see you?”
Tegan came to a full stop right outside the office. “Are you serious?”
“I’d planned to catch up on some stuff, but it’s all boring. What if I drove up a week from Thursday and stayed until, like, midday on Sunday?”
“Yes.” The word came out in a raspy whisper. “Please.”
“You gotta promise we’ll do something fun, though. I’m not sitting on your floor-bed listening to you pine for your coworker for more than forty-eight hours.”
“I’m not pining,” she said, then smiled, “but you have a deal. Forty-eight hours of wallowing, twelve hours of you getting to drag me into some form of debauchery.”
“God, I love you.” Naomi laughed. “Now I’m excited.”
“Me too.” Everything about her body and brain felt lighter and brighter at the prospect of having her best friend close enough to hug.
“Okay, gotta get to work, but call me tomorrow. We’ll make plans for snacks and trashy TV.”
“Perfect.”
Tegan entered the office with more bounce in her step. She managed to focus on a supervision meeting with Gillian, and spent an hour making calls to prospective clients, which she normally dreaded because phone-talking was the absolute worst. By the time she headed down the hall for Take-Out Tuesday, she hadn’t just maintained her focus, she’d managed to protect her good mood as well. She arrived at the same time as Robin, who dropped two big bags of Indian food on the table.
“Hey, T-Bone.” Robin pushed a foil pack toward her. “Let’s attack the naan before anyone else gets here.”
She didn’t argue as she tore into the bread and groaned. “Mercy, that’s amazing. I think I forgot to eat today.”
Robin raised a dark eyebrow. “You doing okay?”
“Oh yeah.” She finished chewing. “Just slept late and jumped right into work mode.”
Robin didn’t respond, at least not verbally, as she continued unloading containers of butter chicken and gave Tegan time to fill the quiet.
“Honest, I know I overdid it last week. Still feeling pretty embarrassed about the whole … well, you know.”
“It’s a shame-free space,” Robin said. “You can ask shame to go sit outside and make more room for this amazing chicken biryani.”
She nodded. “I will. I appreciate you not making a big deal out of it.”
“You get to decide what to make of it.”
“Right, and I have, but I get the sense you didn’t tell Gillian, and—”
Robin laughed outright. “No, for many reasons, like I’m not your mom, and Gillian isn’t either. I trust you know yourself best. Also, I’m not a narc.”
She finally chuckled. “Well, thank you on all counts. I appreciate it.”
“And I appreciate you. You’re complex and cool. I like that in a friend and a colleague.”
How did this woman manage to be so sincere and chill at the same time? Tegan almost regretted telling Naomi she needed more than she was getting here. She got the sense Robin was already a good friend and could become a great one. She kind of hated that she hadn’t leaned into that more, but then remembered Robin holding onto her and Brooke at the same time, putting herself literally and figuratively in the middle of their conflicts and complications.
As if on cue, Brooke came through the door and practically dove toward the food. “Oh, samosas. Robin, you’re perfect. I haven’t eaten all day.”
The corners of Robin’s lips quirked up slightly. “Let me guess. You slept late, then fell into work mode?”
Brooke sank into her chair and ripped open her little doughball of spiced goodness. “So much work mode.”
Tegan’s cheeks warmed as she steadfastly refused to replay Naomi’s comments about how much they had in common.
Thankfully, Gillian came in and pounced on the food, too. They all ate in a companionable silence with a ravenous edge until their basest needs were filled. Gillian sat back first and said, “I need a break.”
Several murmurs of assent came from all directions.
“I want to cancel tomorrow’s staff meeting,” Gillian continued, “but we do have a few things to cover. Want to try to knock it out now?”
“Hit us with your best shot, boss woman,” Robin said as a drop of yellow curry fell across her neon-green shirt.
“Conference season’s coming up. Who’s going where?”
“AAMFT is in Boston this fall,” Brooke offered. “Makes the most sense for me.”
“I’m actually looking to hit that too this year. They’ve got good stuff planned on trans identity in family relationships and decolonizing sexuality.” Robin turned to Tegan. “American Association for Marriage and Family Therapy has a broad range of continuing education credits, too.”
“Sounds amazing, but not in my budget for this year.”
“The practice covers one conference registration a year,” Gillian said quickly. “This would be a good one for you.”
Tegan shifted in her chair. While she appreciated the generosity of a boss covering her fee, she’d still have to get there, and stay there, and eat there. She doubted her ability to save enough money before November. “Can I think about it a bit? Maybe look at flights?”
Brooke cleared her throat. “Maybe if we’re all going, we could drive together.”
Robin’s expression brightened. “Road trip! What do you say, G-Money?”
Gillian shook her head. “I’m sitting this one out.”
Tegan tried not to let her disappointment show. A road trip would’ve made the conference more affordable, and probably more fun.
“The three of us could still drive.” Robin’s excitement didn’t wane, but Brooke’s brow furrowed. “What are you thinking, Gillian?”
“I think I need something more restorative. I’d like to shut down for a bit.”
They all waited while she paused and pinched the bridge of her nose. “What if I held down the fort here while you three go to Boston, and then I took a retreat? A full week, maybe even ten days in the mountains, completely unplugged?”
“Sounds perfect,” Brooke said, but Gillian turned toward Tegan.
“How’s it sound to you?”
“Me?” She didn’t immediately understand why her opinion would carry more weight than Brooke’s. Then it hit her. Gillian was her supervisor, and between a conference and a retreat, they wouldn’t see each other for nearly two weeks. Robin seemed to catch the same thing, and jumped in.
“I’ll be here, G. And I’ll be in Boston, too. We’re all solid. We can carry the load for a bit.”
Gillian managed a half-smile. “I know. You’re all doing amazing, every one of you. It’s just my responsibility, and I want to make sure everyone has what they need, but it’s also three months from now. We’ve got time to hash out details. I’ll also have time to figure out what I want to do about some other stuff.”
“Anything you want to share?” Robin asked.
Gillian waved her off. “The program we graduated from has asked me to come back and teach a couple of classes in the spring.”
“That’s frickin’ fantastic.” Robin bounced happily, sending another small spray of sauce from her fork to the front of her chest. “You’re such a boss, boss.”
“Do you want to teach?” Brooke asked.
“Maybe, someday. I need to clear my head and look over my old materials. I don’t know if I have room on the plate, and I don’t want to do it if I can’t do it well.”
They all nodded.
Gillian sighed and refocused. “Let’s pencil in the conference plan for now and move on to more immediate updates. Tegan, you’ve had two full weeks of seeing clients. How are you feeling?”
“Great.” She gave her first unencumbered answer in a while. “It’s early, but I think it’s going well.”
“I got to sit in twice,” Robin said. “You crushed those intakes.”
She laughed. Intakes weren’t exactly a challenge, but she appreciated the enthusiasm. “Thanks, I think I’ve hit it off with a couple of people you all passed to me, and I’ve picked up two new clients. Also, I’m meeting with my first couple next week. Brooke, it’s Tommy and Virginia, who you sent my way.”
“Right,” Brooke said, and left it at that, causing Tegan to meet her eyes, searching for any clues.
It was the first time she’d truly let herself look at her beyond a quick glance since the gym incident. She stemmed a wave of embarrassment as her heart rate kicked up a few notches, but she refused to let her personal shortcomings keep her from doing her job if Brooke had any cues to give. Except the blue eyes she let herself fall into more than she should held nothing but a politely neutral sheen. The distance left her feeling a little lonely, and she wondered if the others felt the strain, because Robin cut in.
“I think you’ll do great with them, T. In fact, I think we’re all kicking ass at work, which, yay for us, and still, if I could make one suggestion for improvement, I’d like to call for a team-building activity night.”
Gillian groaned and turned to Brooke, who wore a more pensive expression.
Robin charged right on. “Next week will be Tegan’s two-month workiversary. We should celebrate by spending a little time together outside the office. Something more fun, less loaded with responsibility.”
Gillian looked skeptical, but Robin turned pointedly to Brooke.
“I’m open to something different,” Brooke said evenly, then added, “so long as you don’t try to rope us into anything with a high probability for bodily harm.”
“Fair. I’ll cross whitewater rafting off the list. That’s better in the spring anyway. How do you feel about paintball battles?” Robin smiled as if she was only half-teasing. “Actually, I was thinking about axe throwing at RiverWorks.”
“Are you sure this is necessary?” Gillian pushed. “We’ve all gotten into a nice routine around the office.”
“We have,” Robin conceded, “which is all the more reason to establish better habits outside of work, so we can all have more balance in our lives.”
Tegan shifted in her seat, suddenly worried about what had happened last week. She turned to Brooke again but still couldn’t read anything behind her mask of professionalism. Was she getting ambushed, too, or had she and Robin worked this out? Axe throwing didn’t seem like Brooke’s cup of tea, but neither had punching the shit out of a heavy bag. In the absence of a clear emotional path, she fell back on logistics. “Actually, my friend Naomi is coming to visit me next weekend.”
“Awesome, bring her along.” Robin didn’t miss a beat. “We want to meet your people. We want to get to know you as a person. This is the perfect chance to create a little space for our humanity.”
She turned to Gillian for help, only to find her watching Brooke, who finally smiled before saying, “I don’t say this often, but I’m with Robin on the extracurriculars. Let’s go axe throwing.”
Gillian bit her lower lip for a second, at least long enough to confirm for Tegan she’d found the answer out of character, but whatever reservations she had didn’t seem to hold up. “Okay, sure. I’m a team player. Tegan, want to go axe throwing?”
She chuckled at the absurdity of the question coming from Gillian of all people, but, if nothing else, Naomi wouldn’t be able to accuse her of wallowing all weekend. “Sure, why not?”

Brooke smiled down at the set of notes she’d just finished. She’d probably written more than she needed, but the previous session had gone exceedingly well, and she reveled in the chance to sit in a positive headspace. She’d been working with the middle-aged gay couple for a year, and while both men came in a bit blustery and with strong defenses, over time they’d revealed themselves to be sweet, soft, and deeply devoted to one another in the face of pressure from society and their families of origin. Their courage and vulnerability spoke to Brooke, and maybe inspired her a little bit. She’d had plenty of good days lately amid the depressing ones, but this was one of those times where she’d deeply remembered why she loved her job. Sitting with people who were genuinely, honestly brave about doing the work always filled her up and gave her a shot of secondhand courage.
The thought opened the door for her brain to wander back to Tegan, and she didn’t make any move to stop herself. She’d spent a lot of time over the last week pondering what had happened at the gym, and Robin’s subsequent comments, but, until now, the topic always came with a hint of recrimination or warning. This time she let herself sink deeper into her chair. She pictured Tegan running on the treadmill, but instead of hearing the echo of her own racing heartbeat, she listened to the echoes of Tegan’s feet pounding out a rhythm, strong, steady, fast, yes, but also free. Tegan had flown, power and grace and speed. She’d pushed herself. They both had, but Tegan had risen to the occasion. She was strong and fit and a little wild, but there was beauty in even that. Brooke had been afraid of her boundaries, of blurring them, breaking them, having them fail, while Tegan powerfully pushed against her own, as if stretching the confines to make room for more of herself.
She smiled at the reconceptualization and the memory of Robin saying, “Good people can make not-good situations better when they show up.”
She pushed out of the chair and headed down the hall, still in a happy haze, and nearly knocked into someone stepping out of Tegan’s room.
The man was several inches taller than her, but probably didn’t weigh as much with his wiry frame. She took a quick step back and adjusted her glasses to meet his gray eyes. “I’m so sorry.”
“No, I’m distracted.” The gravelly voice seemed almost discordant to his slender stature, and he glanced over his shoulder.
She followed his gaze to a slight woman in his narrow shadow, and her eyes wandered down to the place where he clutched her hand tightly enough his knuckles whitened. The hair on the back of Brooke’s neck rose, and she immediately checked the woman’s expression. Dark hair hung across one eye, but the other was a soft brown and angled back into the room she’d left as if watching for her own cue. When she finally turned toward Brooke, her tightly pressed lips curled up without any real emotion, as if the response was conditioned to outside stimulus rather than sparked from within.
Brooke returned the smile in kind, not feeling any warmth, but rather an instinct to project welcome. “I wasn’t paying attention, either, so much as making a beeline for the coffeepot.”
“Brooke?” Tegan stuck her head out of the room, her smile everything the others’ lacked.
“Yep, just colliding with your new clients.”
“What a happy accident.” Tegan stepped into the doorway, eyes shining. “Tommy, Virginia, meet Brooke Metcalf. She’s the one who sent you my way.”
“We appreciate it. Tegan’s great. Really put us at ease.” Tommy gave his wife’s arm a tug. “Right, babe?”
“Definitely,” Virginia said without meeting Brooke’s eyes.
Her jaw tightened, but she managed to say, “I’m glad to hear it. We’re pretty fond of Tegan around here.”
Tommy’s eyes slid over Brooke’s body quickly, then back to Tegan. “We can see why.”
There was nothing inappropriate about the comment, or even the delivery, but, for some reason, it set Brooke’s teeth on edge. Maybe it was the easy familiarity, the quick appraisal, or the way he kept a tight hold on the woman behind him. Any piece of the equation could be explained away, but she wasn’t inclined to do so, and she didn’t want to examine why.
“Thanks again, you two.” Tegan beamed proudly. “I look forward to seeing you in two weeks.”
The two of them watched the couple walk all the way down the hall before Brooke turned to Tegan, hoping to see some of the same concern on her features, but her expression remained beautifully serene.
“That went well,” Tegan finally said.
“Yeah?” She gave her space to reflect. “How?”
“I mean, it was a standard intake, but they seem sweet. First time in therapy for both of them. He’s earnest about not knowing what he’s doing. Asked a lot of questions about the process. She’s more tentative, but also affirming of him when he gets jittery. They seem very connected.”
“Connected or enmeshed?” Brooke prodded.
Tegan shrugged. “Probably a bit of both. They’re each other’s first and only love. They grew up in the relationship but seem open to learning.”
Brooke nodded and stifled the urge to say more. Tegan was aware of the pitfalls in that dynamic. She didn’t need anyone to point out the obvious. She had good instincts and good mentors in Gillian and Robin. Brooke couldn’t cast herself in that role no matter how much some guy triggered those urges in her. Instead, she said, “Sounds like you earned a reward cup of coffee.”
“I think I did. What about you? Is your coffee of the celebratory variety or the commiserative kind?”
“Celebration.” She tried to get her mind back to where it had been. “Great session with the guys today.”
Tegan bumped her shoulder as they started walking. “Go you. Giving new life to the gays.”
She laughed. “Maybe I should put that on my business card.”
“Oh yeah, and your résumé, probably the website, too. Want some help updating it all?”
“Let’s wait and see. You never know, I might want to add ‘axe-throwing champion’ to my list of skills after this weekend.”
Tegan tapped her temple lightly. “Always thinking ahead, I like that about you.”
Brooke warmed under the playful banter. “You never know, it might be my calling, or I might lose a couple of fingers. When you go out with Robin, anything’s possible. I’m looking forward to it, though.”
“Really?”
“Sure. I’m looking forward to meeting Naomi, too.”
Tegan stopped right outside the office door. “I think you mean that, which is a little surprising to hear.”
“Honestly, it’s a little surprising to feel,” she admitted, “but I’m trying to do a better job of making space for incongruent emotions.”
“I’d love to hear more.”
“Me too. Maybe I’ll have more to share soon.” She only knew she wanted to do better, and in order for that to happen, she needed to be present. She almost said as much, but as they came around the corner into the waiting area, Gillian and Robin both turned toward them with confused expressions.
“What’s wrong?” Tegan asked quickly.
Robin held up a carton in her hand and gave it a little shake. “Who bought oat milk?”
“I did,” Brooke said casually.
“Aw, are you going vegan, B-Bear? Good for you.” Robin gave her a mock salute. “Is your sacrifice in honor of the Earth or the cows or both?”
She laughed. “Just trying something different.”
Robin’s grin spread as she extended the milk to Gillian. “I like it. Let’s all milk some plants.”
Gillian grimaced. “Okay, I’ll try, but does anyone like this stuff, or is it our collective punishment for fossil fuels?”
Brooke shrugged, not wanting to dig too deep into her motivations, but Tegan caught her eye and held it. “I actually prefer oat milk.”
Gillian stopped short of pouring some into her coffee. “You do?”
Tegan nodded slowly, then paused. “Did I mention that already?”
Brooke flashed back to the grocery list she’d seen on Tegan’s counter the day she slipped from her bed. She closed her eyes only long enough to banish the image and steady her voice. “No, you never said anything.”
Tegan shrugged, smiling her sweet, easy smile as she reached for a mug.
Brooke watched her pour some coffee, then accept the oat milk from Gillian before adding it to her cup. It felt as if she were the one getting the hit of liquid happiness as Tegan took her first sip. Everything about her smooth features relaxed, and Brooke experienced a sympathetic melting of her own. She might’ve turned into a puddle right there, or at least asked for a cup of what Tegan was having, if she didn’t first glance up to see Gillian watching her.
The uncomplicated ease of the last few minutes faded once more, but she refused to look away this time. She didn’t have the answers, and trying to find the right balance felt a little bit like learning to tap dance on a tightrope, but these women were worth it.



CHAPTER TWELVE
“Okay, I studied everyone on your company website while you were at the office today, and I think I’m ready.” Naomi barely let Tegan get through the door after work before tugging her back out into the warmth of the early August evening. The summer, while apparently short-lived in Buffalo, didn’t come without its flash of heat and humidity, and Tegan wished she’d had more time to do her hair, which was threatening a full-scale rebellion. Instead, she’d only been able to pull it back into a ponytail and toss on some lightweight capris. She’d capped off the outfit with a short-sleeved, linen button-up and a pair of ankle boots.
“Is this okay to wear to axe throwing?” she asked as she tried to check her reflection in the passenger-side window of Naomi’s Volkswagen Jetta.
“Dude, you look hot. You’re rocking the easy-breezy-beautiful-cover-girl appeal.”
“Thanks, but are we sure that’s the right look for chucking implements of bodily harm? All Robin said was to wear closed-toe shoes.”
Naomi laughed as she pulled onto Delaware Avenue. “You’re going to be fine. Better than fine. You’ll be the second-hottest person there.”
“Right behind you?”
“No, you’re way hotter than me. I have to lean on my sparkling personality, but my research on the cohort suggests you’re the doe-eyed ingenue, Gillian is the total girlboss, Brooke is your stoically sexy lover, and Robin’s the hot one.”
Tegan stared at her for a second.
“I nailed it, right?”
“Gillian is my boss, so I guess you went one for four, but more importantly, did you cyberstalk my colleagues all day?”
“I researched. It’s like looking at the menu before going to a restaurant. I want to know who to sidle up next to as soon as we arrive, and don’t worry, your boss seems entirely too put together for my taste, and you already called dibs on Brooke.”
Her heart constricted despite the fact that she had not, in fact, claimed any ownership over Brooke.
“I’m looking forward to getting to know her, though. I have so many questions, and maybe she’ll share some of the steamier details you’re still withholding.”
“She won’t, and I’ll murder you if you ask her to.”
Naomi cackled as she drove over an old industrial bridge. “My curiosity is piqued there for sure, but my libido’s pointing me right toward Robin, ’cause it’s still hot girl summer.”
“Sweet Jesus, this just keeps getting worse. Can you pull over until we lay down some ground rules?”
“Calm your tits, babe. I’m chill. I’ll be very smooth and not reflect poorly on you until we’ve had a few drinks, which you should do right away. I’m designating myself the driver for tonight, and the sooner you get a few shots in your system, the more fun this will be for everyone.”
“And by everyone, you mean you?”
“Primarily, yes, but you get to come along. It’ll be good for you. You’ve been here two months, and you know only three people, who you don’t even cut loose with.” Naomi pulled into the parking lot of the sprawling RiverWorks complex. They scanned the zip lines running between old grain silos painted like Labatt Blue cans and the large Ferris wheel towering over a massive warehouse. Naomi killed the engine and swung open the door with gusto. “Oh yeah, I’m feeling this vibe.”
Tegan, on the other hand, felt torn. A part of her desperately wanted the freedom a fun night out with Naomi always offered. She might even go so far as to agree she needed such a thing, but the last time she’d followed this woman into whimsy, it had ended up … what?
Not horribly. Even after all this time, she couldn’t summon regret, but that should’ve worried her. She got out of the car and followed Naomi to the front door, but caught her arm before she could open it. “Hey, I’m serious. I genuinely like these people, and I’m finally starting to feel like I’ve reached a sort of equilibrium.”
“Aside from the heart-wrecking gym incident … Can we call it the gymcident?”
“Fine. I mean, no. Can we not call it anything other than a one-off.”
“Right, but didn’t you mention thinking this whole axe-wielding outing is Robin trying to get you all to loosen up?”
“Maybe, but we planned it a week ago, and everything’s gone well since then. I hit my stride with my clients, and Brooke and I actually interacted pretty calmly.”
“’Cause she bought you oat milk?”
“She didn’t buy it for me, we … I don’t even know why I told you.”
“Because it mattered to you.”
“It didn’t, or maybe it shouldn’t have. It’s just normal. I want normal. Normal is good. I think that’s what Robin’s probably getting at, too, normalizing casual interactions.”
“I’m normal.” Naomi grinned. “And I’m casual.”
She sighed, not sure they had a shared definition of either of those words, but before she had a chance to say so, Naomi swung open the door.
“You’re overthinking, Teegs. I’m here. I won’t let any disasters befall you, but I won’t let you tie yourself in knots all night, either. Can you relax and let me play the fun-loving best friend who draws you out for a little bit?”
The tension slipped from her shoulders. As much as she hated to admit it, she did need Naomi to play that role. What was the use of calling her to come visit, then not letting her be exactly the person she loved? “Okay.”
Naomi arched her eyebrow. “Yeah?”
She held up her thumb and index finger about an inch apart. “A little. Draw me out a little.”

Brooke noticed Tegan before Gillian and allowed herself a moment to watch her threading her way through the after-work crowd. Tegan was smiling at the woman with her, easy, unfiltered, and the expression caused a twinge of something Brooke didn’t want to acknowledge as jealousy, so she cleared her mind and set the negativity aside, trying to make space for whatever was behind it.
Appreciation, admiration, genuine warmth, affection? Tegan sparked many of the feelings she associated with her other friends and colleagues. She let the thought settle over her and spread down her limbs, pushing some of the tension to the side.
Tegan turned and spotted her. Their eyes met, and instead of faltering, her smile grew, and all calm, rational thought flew right out the window. Brooke’s lips curled to the point where they stretched her cheeks, and the subtle warmth fanned into more. This woman was beautiful. There was no explaining it away or labeling the emotion into something more submissive. Brooke allowed herself to acknowledge the allure as a simple fact.
“You ready for whatever the evening brings?” Brooke said as soon as Tegan came close enough to hear her over the din of the crowd.
“I’m not sure,” Tegan said, but her smile didn’t dim. “I am looking forward to picking up some hot, new zombie-apocalypse skills, though. I’m a lifelong learner.”
“Seriously,” the woman behind her said. “You’ve been out of school for nearly three months for the first time in your life. I’m surprised you’re not haunting local colleges out of habit.”
Tegan rolled her eyes playfully. “I took a year off between undergrad and grad school. I’m not a total compulsive student.”
“That makes one of us,” Brooke said, and extended her hand. “Naomi, I presume.”
“Nice to finally meet you, Brooke.” Naomi shook her hand, then turned to Gillian. “And you’re the best boss ever. I’ve heard so much about you both.”
“We’ve heard precious little about you,” Gillian said. “I’m happy we’re finally getting to meet one of Tegan’s people. Don’t tell Robin, but I think an after-hours outing might be long overdue.”
“Is Robin here?” Naomi asked a little too eagerly, and Brooke turned to Tegan, who just shook her head slightly.
“Fashionably late,” Gillian explained. “No doubt she’ll make an entrance any moment.”
“Cool, cool.” Naomi nodded. “I can appreciate that.”
“I wouldn’t go all the way to appreciate,” Brooke said, “but we love her for who she is, and, honestly, the longer she takes getting here, the less time we have to worry about losing our fingers to this evening’s activities.”
Naomi laughed. “Let’s not lose any fingers. If I’m to understand correctly, we’re all of the persuasion where those digits are essential to our social prospects.”
“Oh God.” Tegan groaned as Gillian snorted softly and said, “I can see why you’re looking forward to meeting Robin.”
“Who wouldn’t look forward to meeting me?” Robin seemed to materialize out of nowhere, wearing a tight, gray T-shirt, painted-on jeans, and black riding boots. She had a motorcycle helmet tucked under one arm, and a black leather jacket hanging from the other. “You must be Tegan’s friend.”
Naomi’s jaw about hit the floor, but she managed to nod.
“This is Naomi,” Tegan supplied. “Naomi already knows who you are because she cyberstalked everyone in the office all day.”
Brooke smiled at the hint of sass. “Cyberstalking? Is that like holding books ransom?”
Naomi didn’t quite manage to look chagrined. “You remember that, huh?”
She nodded. “Hard to forget, for so many reasons.”
Gillian and Robin exchanged a quick look, and Robin cleared her throat. “I for one like a woman who does her research. Any chance you also did any research on axe throwing?”
“None at all.” Naomi laughed. “I’m a danger to myself and others in this context. Are you mandated to report me now?”
Tegan rolled her eyes again, and Brooke got the sense it happened a lot around Naomi, but there was a playfulness to the way she folded her arms across her chest and pursed her lips that Brooke hadn’t seen out of her since the first night they’d met. She preferred this version of her to the woman running herself ragged.
Robin angled a little closer to Naomi. “I feel confident in my ability to walk you through to a more confident position.”
Naomi opened her mouth as if she intended to reply but couldn’t quite formulate one with her brain beginning to melt. Instead, she turned to Tegan. “I was not wrong. Not about any of them.”
Tegan shook her head. “Just one, but let’s not stand here waiting for you to stick your foot in your mouth all night. Robin, does ordering drinks make playing with weapons better or worse?”
“It’s a blurry line.”
“My favorite kind of line.” Naomi found her wit again. “First round’s on me.”
“Not a chance,” Gillian cut in. “I’m pretty sure the first round will be my last, so it’s on me. What’s everyone having?”
“I’m driving. Only Coke for me,” Naomi said.
“I’ll have the same,” Robin said, then with a grin added, “with a healthy dose of Jack mixed in.”
“I’m actually just good with a Coke as well,” Tegan tried.
“No, she’s not,” Naomi said. “Get her a grown-up drink.”
Brooke waited while Tegan shifted from one foot to the other, as if trying to decide how to respond, and when none came, she leaned in. “Is the hesitation to the idea of a drink, or the type prescribed for you?”
“The latter.”
“Got it.” Brooke looped her arm through Gillian’s. “Come on. I’ll help you carry.”
Working their way around another group of people, Gillian waited before they were out of earshot before saying. “I have so many questions.”
“Welcome to my world.”
“You’re doing good, though.”
She shrugged. “I’m still trying to figure out what constitutes ‘good’ in the current context.”
“You two like each other. You don’t have to pretend there’s not a mutual affection there. We all feel an affinity for each other. Robin brings out the playful side in me. Naomi seems to bring out the same in Tegan. It wouldn’t be the worst thing if she did the same for you.”
“I’m still not sure. I do want us all to feel safe and happy, though. I’m getting closer on both counts. At times, anyway.”
“And time is passing.” Gillian pushed up to the bar and tried to get the attention of the woman pouring drinks. “She won’t always be under supervision. It’s already been two months.”
“Two months that felt like an eternity.”
“Fair. You having what I’m having?”
“Yes, and a strawberry daiquiri for Tegan.”
Her brow furrowed. “Seriously?”
She nodded.
“And you know this because … oh.” She placed the order then spun around again. “You went to bed with a woman who ordered a strawberry daiquiri?”
She groaned and covered her face with her hands.
“No. No. I’m sorry.” Gillian grabbed Brooke’s shoulders and gave her a little shake. “This is hard because of our professional responsibilities, but we’re not at work now, and in the friend capacity, I have to bust your chops sometimes. Be honest. If our roles were reversed and I’d gone home with someone who drank fruit punch slushies, you would have comments.”
She dropped her hands. “So many comments.”
“Okay, let me go back to my earlier one. Your current constraints are temporary. At some point, she’ll just be another awesome practitioner working in our field. Ten more months might feel like forever, but it’s a blip in the grand scheme.”
“Significantly easier for you to say, but even if we work from that starting point, in ten months she’ll be starting another new job, establishing herself, figuring out who she is, and oh, by the way, who she is will always be a solid ten years younger than me.”
“And she’ll probably still have shit taste in drinks.” Gillian offered a little levity. “But what if she also still has great taste in women?”
“She’ll find someone else to date.”
“Will that be hard on you?”
“To see her date someone else?” Her chest tightened immediately, and the tension threatened to crawl up the back of her neck, which suggested it would upset her. “I don’t have any right to—”
“Not what I asked.”
She breathed a little prayer of thanks for the bartender returning with their drinks, but Gillian wasn’t easily distracted, and picking up only her own martini, she kept her eyes on Brooke while she sipped.
Taking her own drink off the bar, Brooke cradled it in both hands so as not to belie the tension now snaking its way up her jaw. “You know, Robin made a good point the other day at the gym, and I’m working on taking her advice to be in the present, not living in fear or guilt about what happened when we met, or fixating on what might come for us ten months from now. I’m not at work tonight. I’m out with friends, trying new things, meeting a new person. I’ll navigate each moment as I’m in it.”
Gillian’s smile spread, genuine and proud.
“What?”
“There you are.”
“I’ve been here all along, Gilly.”
“Have you, though?” She laughed. “Doesn’t matter. You’re here now. And so am I. And so are Robin and Tegan and that friend of hers who definitely wants to go home with Robin tonight.”
“And she probably will.” She took a healthy swig of her martini and tried not to let any contrasts form in her mind. “At least someone else can bring the drama for the evening.”
Gillian lifted her glass. “To Robin reasserting herself as the wild woman of the office.”
She clinked it with her own. “Come on, let’s go throw axes.”
They collected the other drinks, and Gillian asked, “Have you ever uttered such a phrase before?”
Brooke grinned as she shook her head. “I suppose there really is a first time for everything.”



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“No, you’re a ringer, B-Dawg.” Robin went up for a high five to celebrate Brooke hitting yet another bull’s-eye, and everyone laughed as Brooke left her hanging … again. “Seriously, have you done this before?”
“Nope.” She eased gracefully into the chair next to Tegan, who tried not to angle herself deliberately closer to the warmth Brooke radiated. It was hard with her so close and confident. Everything about her at the office had been tentative, but tonight, as she’d apparently found another random talent, she’d relaxed and begun to cut loose. She also smelled like lavender, which sparked something almost intimate in Tegan.
“We can tally up the scores if you want, but I think we all know who won.” Robin held her axe out across both palms and lowered it ceremoniously in front of Brooke. “All hail the queen.”
“Thank you, thank you.” Brooke did a royal wave. “I’d like to show my appreciation to every person who’s ever annoyed me, fueling a subconscious drive toward weaponry. I’d also like to thank the bartender for the perfect martini, offering me a high enough blood alcohol content to lower my inhibitions without dulling my competitive edge.”
Naomi leaned over and stage-whispered to Robin. “I didn’t know we were supposed to have inhibitions worth lowering. Maybe that’s where I went wrong.”
“No, I’m pretty sure it’s your wrists.” Robin emphasized her point by running her finger lightly down Naomi’s bare arm. “You’re bending them when you’ve got the axe back behind your head.”
“Hmm.” Naomi pretended to ponder the feedback, but Tegan was pretty sure she just enjoyed Robin’s finger lingering near a pulse point. “Maybe you could correct my stance next round?”
“Sure, who’s ready to go again?”
“I’m game,” Brooke said quickly, causing the others to laugh.
“Of course you are, killer.” Gillian tossed a piece of crust from her club sandwich at her. “The rest of us don’t stand a chance, and, for what it’s worth, I may not be able to lift my arms tomorrow.”
“What if we played teams this time?” Naomi asked with enough feigned innocence to convince absolutely no one she wasn’t angling to position herself even closer to Robin.
“Yes, teams!” Robin hopped up. “Everyone versus Brookesy.”
“What? I’m not that good.”
“You are, and it’s not surprising. You’re freakishly adept at every single thing I’ve ever seen you try.”
“Am not.”
“Yes, you are.” Gillian turned to the others. “Did you all know she can play the harmonica? I saw her pick one up and figure it out one night as a form of procrastination during case studies in grad school.”
Tegan clutched Brooke’s shoulder without thinking. “Please tell me she’s kidding.”
Brooke bit her lip and shook her head. “It wasn’t hard.”
She laughed, both at the statement and the adorable delivery. “For you! It wasn’t hard for you. The rest of us mortals don’t stand a chance. I vote for all of us against Brooke.”
“I’m still out.” Gillian rubbed her biceps. “I’ll be scorekeeper, and because math is my only freakish side skill, I can tell you Naomi and Robin against Brooke and Tegan would almost be a fair fight.”
Tegan didn’t hate the pairing, and while she told herself she was only being a good friend to give Naomi an excuse to bond deeper with Robin, she enjoyed the idea of working with Brooke. They certainly didn’t get to at the office. How much could it hurt for them to share a round of axe throwing? “Fine, but let me hit the ladies’ room before we start.”
“I’ll refresh the drinks,” Robin offered.
“Not mine,” Brooke said. “I’m switching to water so I can get Gilly and myself home.”
“In that case, I’ll take another.” Gillian shook her empty glass.
“Sure, hit me up, too,” Tegan called on her way out.
She’d almost made it to the restroom before Naomi caught her around the waist. “Hey there, my best friend in the whole world.”
She rested her head on Naomi’s shoulder. “What are you buttering me up for?”
“Nothing. I missed you. I like hanging out, and I like your friends. You were right to want to stay with them. They’re special people.”
She sighed happily. “Thank you. I love hearing I’m right. Also, I can tell you like one of them as more than a friend, but I appreciate you including everyone.”
“Not wrong, but before I get to that, I want to make sure you know you’re special, too. Like the same thing you see in them, you’ve got it, too. You fit with this crew, and as for liking one person as more than a friend, please don’t think I haven’t noticed you sitting closer to one person more than the others.”
“Oh. I mean, it’s not what you think, though.”
“I think you’re suppressing the urge to crawl onto Brooke’s lap, sink your fingers into that gorgeous mane, and bite her throat.”
All the air left Tegan’s lungs at the images those words inspired.
Naomi grinned wickedly. “What part did I get wrong?”
“All of it!”
“You don’t have to bullshit me. What’re you really feeling for her?”
She paused to give the question its due and check in with the emotions she often compartmentalized. “Okay, if I let myself dwell on her looks, I’d be wildly attracted to her, and the fact that I can picture her naked doesn’t help, but I don’t. I swear, tonight I’m soaking up the absence of the awkwardness that has filled the space between us.”
“Makes sense. You’ve been coiled tight. I’ve heard it in your voice and in your stories, but seeing you two together, I’m not feeling it.”
“Tonight’s different,” she admitted.
“Why?”
“Maybe being away from work lets us shed some professional responsibility, or maybe you being here evens out the dynamic.”
“Or …” Naomi shifted slightly. “Maybe you’re moving past the trauma phase and back to what helped you two connect in the first place.”
She didn’t like the sound of that, and it must’ve shown on her face, because Naomi rushed on.
“You’re both adults who have a ton in common, and you’re starting to care about each other on multiple levels outside the bedroom. Couldn’t you explore that?”
“I don’t know what it’d look like.”
Naomi gestured vaguely around them. “This. It’d look like you getting out, relaxing, having fun, letting work be work and friendships be friendships. You’ve been here two months, and you obviously started in survival mode, but I’m not sure you need to be there anymore. What would thrive mode look like?”
She shook her head. She hadn’t even thought about thriving yet. She’d only been trying to keep her head above water, then maybe attempt to get her feet under herself. The idea of letting her new life take root hadn’t occurred to her. “I honestly don’t know.”
“Maybe it’s time to think about it, because you’ve got a good shot here, and you’re the person always trying to get me to be more deliberate and reflective. Physician, heal thyself.”
She finally laughed. “Fair enough. I’ll think on it.”
“Start tonight. Go back in there, talk openly, let yourself be playful, figure out what feels good and right, and work from there.”
She swallowed an unexpected swell of emotion. “Damn you, Naomi. You’re really going to make me ruin my mascara at an axe-throwing bar?”
She threw back her head and laughed. “I’m unexpected like that. This is why we’re friends.”
“That, and so much more.”
“Good, because I’d really like to go home with Robin.”
“Oh, wow, tonight?”
Naomi lifted one shoulder. “I won’t if you say not to, because you have the whole office, one-night stand trauma, and I’m only here for a couple days, but I’m feeling a vibe, and—”
“I think we all picked up on the vibe. Neither of you is subtle. But we’re all good.”
“It’s not douchey for me to come visit you and then go home with someone else?”
Not a question she’d ever considered before, but she didn’t see what difference it made if Naomi slept on her couch or at Robin’s place for one night. “You’re both adults who don’t work together. I get the sense you’re on the same page about what this would be.”
“I’ll make 100 percent certain of it before anything happens. And maybe nothing will happen. I’m checking your consent before I go anywhere near checking hers.”
“Okay. Yeah. I mean …” She laughed again at the absurdity of her life. “Shoot your shot.”
Naomi threw her arms around her shoulders and hugged her tightly. “Game on.”

Brooke sat beside Tegan, watching Robin snug up right behind Naomi at the throwing line. She bit her lip and tried not to make eye contact with Gillian over a pile of nachos as they both were clearly trying hard to keep their expressions neutral, but even with all their combined professional training, they were losing the battle. At least Gillian had the martini excuse to fall back on, whereas Brooke had returned to full sobriety.
It wasn’t the first time she’d seen Robin in action. In fact, the mating ritual playing out before them now was more common than not when they all ended up at public events together. Women responded to Robin without her having to try, which didn’t mean she didn’t excel at playing the game.
“There.” Robin cupped both of Naomi’s wrists between her hands. “Keep that position, nice and strong, as you come over the top. Hold on until you can’t any longer, and at the last second before you let go, give it one last oomph.”
“Oomph?” Naomi turned her head to look at Robin, so their lips were mere inches apart.
Tegan finally snorted, softly enough not to be heard by the two women who clearly thought the other was the only person left in the room, but it cracked the last of Brooke’s resolve. She surrendered to silent laughter. Then Tegan did, too. Within seconds, their shoulders were pressed together and shuddering from a fit of honest-to-goodness giggles.
Across the table, Gillian shook her head, looking tired but bemused. The three of them were still shooting looks at each other when the thud of the axe hitting a target shook them from their reverie.
“Yes!” Robin cheered as Naomi let out a triumphant whoop.
“Bull’s-eye?” Tegan sounded shocked.
“Seriously? How was that lesson effective?” Gillian grumbled good-naturedly.
“I’m a fantastic teacher.” Robin swaggered back to the table and took another swig of her Jack and Coke.
“You also had an eager student,” Brooke added, tongue planted firmly in cheek.
Robin’s eyes lingered on Naomi’s backside a bit too long not to be obvious before grinning back at Brooke. “She really is.”
“Let me get a picture to remind all my colleagues not to fuck with me next week.” Naomi bounded off to the target, fishing her phone out of her back pocket as she went.
“Hey, T-Bone,” Robin whispered as she dropped into the seat next to Tegan and snagged a loaded nacho chip from the communal supply. “Are you getting a vibe between me and—”
“Yes,” Tegan said before Robin could finish, “and I’ve already granted my blessing.”
Robin’s eyebrows shot up, and Brooke felt her own do the same.
“She asked when we went to the bathroom earlier.”
Robin’s smile spread to the point it nearly reached her ears. “She asked what?”
Tegan laughed. “I’m not going to draw you a map, but Naomi’s basically sent off flares in order to help you find your way.”
“Right, right.” Robin glanced over her shoulder at Naomi snapping a selfie with her center-struck axe. “And you and me … we’re good?”
“Absolutely. Not that you need my permission, but if the two of you want to hang out after the rest of us call it a night, you’ve got it.”
Robin nodded slowly, as if she couldn’t quite wrap her head around such easy good fortune, and Brooke couldn’t help but marvel at Tegan letting her friends off the hook. If Gillian had met a woman and wanted to follow that path so quickly and completely in a single evening, the two of them would’ve had so much to discuss, or, at the very least, Brooke would’ve given her a solid dose of ribbing. Her chest constricted as she tried not to think too hard about her own recent actions.
“All right.” Robin slapped her knee and pushed up out of the chair, then dropped a hand atop Tegan’s head. “I liked you from the first moment I saw you.”
Tegan chuckled again, but the words didn’t hit Brooke as funny so much as poignant. She shared the sentiment on a much heavier level, and it made her heart ache. Despite having felt an immediate connection to Tegan, the two of them had yet to develop anything close to the unencumbered affection she sparked in abundance with everyone else. And as Robin walked off to reset for the next round of throwing, Brooke gave in to the impulse to lean close enough for her knee to brush the one beside hers under the table. “You handled that nicely.”
Tegan shrugged. “What can you do?”
“A lot of people would’ve gotten twisted up about their friend coming to visit them and leaving with someone else, or obsessed about possible fallout, or asserted boundaries about their work life colliding with their social life.”
Tegan gave her a little wave as if she could wipe all those concerns away. “They’re great people who manage their own lives. Plus, one of the things I love about them both is their willingness to be completely present and open. It wouldn’t make any sense to undercut those qualities with each other because they both intersect with me. If you love people, you let them be exactly who they are.”
Brooke stared at her for a moment, tracing her serene features with her gaze, from her hazel eyes to the sensual curve of her lips. She was stunning, but not just physically. Tegan’s softness went right to her core and managed to make Brooke bolder, even now. “And what about you?”
“What about me?”
“Are you getting to be exactly who you are?”
Tegan’s lips parted as if she caught her breath. “I, um, wow. I thought so right up until you asked. Work’s going well, and …” She sighed. “And that’s all I have.”
Brooke reached for her hand, another impulse she gave into without examining, but before she could follow through and lace their fingers together, Naomi tossed a tortilla chip between them both.
“Hey, are you giving secret axe-throwing pointers in your team huddle?”
They sat back quickly, and Tegan’s laugh sounded a little breathy. “What if we are? My partner’s the ringer. If you upped your game, why can’t I?”
Naomi’s smile turned almost proud. “I couldn’t have made a better argument myself, babes. Do as I say and as I do.”
Tegan’s cheeks turned pink, causing Brooke to wonder what she’d missed. But instead of explaining, Tegan merely smiled at her. “I think it’s your turn to show them how it’s done.”
Brooke pushed back from the table and took up her axe, enjoying the heft of it in her hands as she squared up to the line. Glancing over at Tegan, she said, “Don’t worry, you don’t need any pointers. I’ve got you.”
Then, with a full windup and flick forward, she sent the blade spinning right into the center ring.
Robin laughed and Naomi groaned. Even Gillian shook her head, but as she walked back to the table, Tegan’s eyes sparkled as they tracked her movements. “Have you seriously never done this before?”
She shrugged as she sat down. “Never.”
“Okay, but how?”
“It just feels right.”
Tegan stared at her a little longer. “That’s the whole story?”
Brooke nodded. “I don’t have to overthink everything, you know? That’s the point of tonight, right?”
“Living in the moment.” The wistfulness in Tegan’s voice stirred a memory of them sitting close, stoking hope and interest, and so much more. It wasn’t the first time, but it was the first time in two months Brooke hadn’t pulled away.
Instead, she leaned a little closer. “Honestly, it’s heavy, the axe I mean, and everything else, too. Once you start the momentum, it’s kind of a … I don’t know, a relief, or maybe more of a release, to chuck it.”
Behind them, Robin landed an axe on the board, but Tegan never turned to see it. “Chuck it?”
“Let it go.” She breathed in and exhaled audibly as if to demonstrate the concept.
Tegan mirrored the deliberate breath, then rose with a new resolve in her step. Accepting an axe from Robin, she lined up her body to face the target, closing her eyes. Her slender shoulders rose and fell deliberately, and she raised toned arms, letting the weight of her axe pull her back into an arcing stretch. The corners of her mouth twitched up as she snapped forward and let it fly.
The axe tumbled through the air and struck hard, sticking fast to the board in the second ring.
Brooke hopped out of her chair excitedly. Tegan turned to her and grinned. The rest of the room faded. “You did it.”
“It’s not perfect, but it’s the closest I’ve been all night.”
She let the comment sink in, trying not to let it mean more than it should. “So, on the right track?”
Tegan nodded. “I guess time will tell if I can repeat the motion, but chucking it feels better than whatever I’ve been doing.”
Brooke bit her lip to keep from saying more or stepping closer. Much like throwing the axe had become a metaphor, where it landed seemed to be as well. She didn’t have to be perfect to accept “closer” for the gift it could be.
Picking up Tegan’s drink from the table, she extended the almost empty glass to her. “Want me to top off your spring break slushy in celebration?”
Tegan laughed lightly, and her fingers brushed against Brooke’s as she accepted the drink, then glanced over her shoulder at Naomi and Robin, who were openly canoodling now. “No, but I would appreciate a ride home, if you don’t mind.”
She nodded slowly and refused to look at Gillian this time. “I think we can handle that.”

“Good night, you two.” Gillian climbed out of Brooke’s Honda Civic, then leaned down to see them both through the passenger-side window. “You sure you don’t want me to take Tegan home?”
“It’s okay,” Tegan assured her, without pointing out the two of them had both consumed the same number of drinks and Gillian’s had been stronger. Brooke was the only completely sober option, which made her the safest choice, regardless of whatever concerns Gillian wasn’t quite giving voice to as she looked past Tegan.
Brooke shook her head. “We’re fine. Her place is on the way to mine.”
Gillian cocked her head slightly to the side as if trying to do the math on how Brooke might know that until her brow furrowed as she likely made sense of the answer. “Right. Never mind me. Okay, Brookes, you’ll let me know when you make it home safely … or not. I mean, not checking up on you, but you know how I am.”
Brooke smiled at her genuinely. “I’ll text as soon as I get into my comfy clothes.”
Gillian relaxed slightly. “Tonight was a good idea, right?”
“Yes,” Tegan said at the same time Brooke said, “Very much.”
Gillian stared back at them a moment longer, and for a second, Tegan thought she might say something more, something poignant, or a warning, and she held her breath until her chest started to ache.
Tegan understood all the ways this setup could look bad, or at least precarious. They’d all cut loose a little, drinking, laughing, being careless with implements of destruction, and when the three of them had left, Robin and Naomi were one step shy of openly making out. As if that wasn’t loosey-goosey enough for a woman of Gillian’s bearing, now she had to leave Tegan and Brooke alone together on a warm summer night. She couldn’t blame her for lingering, but apparently her faith in them outweighed her sense of obligation, or maybe she was merely too tired to play the role of guardian tonight, because she simply nodded and stepped back from the car.
“Good night, Gilly,” Brooke called through the open window, waiting for her to reach the door of her downtown condo before pulling away from the curb.
“It cooled off beautifully,” Brooke said as she headed north through the city. “Do you mind if we keep the windows down?”
“Not at all.” Tegan let her hand drift out and glide on the current of breeze. “I’ve heard summer is short-lived around here.”
“We’ve probably got about a month before the leaves start to change. October’s magnificent, though. Delaware Park in the fall is my favorite.”
She hummed lightly, less because she could picture it and more because she enjoyed that Brooke could.
“Is it weird that I’m kind of looking forward to my first dramatic Buffalo winter?”
“Yes.” Brooke laughed. “But also, no.”
“I know we don’t talk about that night,” Tegan started tentatively, “but sometimes I still remember bits of it when I least expect it.”
“Oh?” Mercifully, Brooke didn’t ask what night she was referring to.
“I mean, at first, I remembered all of it every time I saw you, but now it’s less of a feeling like I’m about to go over Niagara Falls in a barrel, and more like a little stream floating through the back of my mind. God, that sounds dopey.”
“No.” Brooke let one hand drop from the steering wheel to brush against Tegan’s on the console between them. “It actually sounds good. What did you remember now?”
“It’s been so hot and heavy. I mean the air, not, like, you know … The weather’s muggy.”
“Got it.”
She shook her head, unsure why everything sounded dumb again. She wasn’t drunk, just warm and relaxed, which might not have anything to do with the alcohol at all. “When you’re living so deep in summer, it’s hard to believe in winter with any sense of gravity. Intellectually, you know it’s coming. Seasons change, and they supposedly change fast here, but the only time it feels like anything real is when I remember you were wearing a jacket in late May when I met you.”
“So were you.”
“Was I?” She watched the buildings roll by. “I’d forgotten, but sometimes when the heat is oppressive, for some reason I remember what you told me about how one colleague curls and does all this wild stuff while you like to snuggle up with a book and a fire.”
“And now you know the colleague in question.”
Tegan laughed. “She’s taking my best friend home tonight. It’s kind of wild on more levels than we were able to recognize in the first few weeks.”
Brooke’s hand inched away from hers slightly. “And now?”
“Now it all feels as far away as winter, and yet only as far away as winter.” She shook her head. “Which is another brilliant statement without any sense.”
“Again, I get what you mean.”
“I’m glad one of us does.” She turned to face her, watching her smooth profile slip from streetlight to shadow. “I had a great time tonight.”
“Me too.” Brooke sounded surprised.
“Of course you did. You found out you’re a secret axe maven in waiting.”
“You figured it out, too, by the end.”
“Yeah, I mean, not to undercut our years of training, but there was something wildly therapeutic about it once I learned to stop aiming and let the thing fly. Maybe there’s a lesson for us all there?”
“Throw everything at the wall, and see what sticks?”
“Maybe not everything,” Tegan chuckled, but the sound trailed off. “What about just the heavy parts? What if we decided we’d held them up long enough, and we let them go?”
“It’s a choice plenty of people make.” Brooke seemed a little mystified by the fact.
“Robin and Naomi are making it right now.”
“Does it bother you?”
“No, I meant what I said earlier about loving them for who they are.”
“I believe you, but I still wonder how the contrast has struck you. I’m not sure how it’s landing with me.”
“You mean because it’s so easy for them?”
“Maybe.” Brooke turned down Tegan’s street. “There will be no consequences, no earth-shaking fallout. No upending their lives or sense of self, which is a good thing, but not something I can connect to.”
“Agreed. On all fronts,” Tegan said. “I’ve never judged anyone for following those impulses, but I’ve not really been the kind of person who aspires to it, either. I mean, even when we … you know, it wasn’t easy, or maybe it was for a while, but it shouldn’t have been. Not for—me, I can’t speak for you—”
“No. I’m with you. It was a lot, and new and surprising. I don’t know if I ever got the chance to let my mind be blown about the first part, because the aftermath got so … Well, you were there.” Brooke pulled to a stop near the front of Tegan’s apartment and turned to face her. “And both of other people who I’ve talked to about it—”
“So, Gillian and Robin?”
She smiled. “The whole two of them have asked me point-blank how something so uncharacteristic could’ve happened, and the truth is I don’t have any answers, or I have so many answers, but none of them seem complete enough to get to the bottom of anything.”
“Do you want to?” Tegan shifted a little closer. “Get to the bottom of it?”
Brooke pursed her lips. “I’m not sure. Several prospects are terrifying if I’m being honest.”
“Please be honest.”
She nodded. “I think things were so out of character for me, and I get the sense for you, too. Then the work stuff came crashing down, and it had to take priority over introspection or examining the initial connection.”
“And what good could come from examining the initial draw if there was zero chance of it leading to anywhere but awkwardness, unemployment, or perhaps homelessness?”
“God, Tegan I’m sorry for—”
“Stop!” she commanded with more force than she intended. “Or rather, thank you, and that’s enough, please. I’m equally responsible, or irresponsible, depending on how you see what happened. Please don’t take my share away from me.”
“I wasn’t talking about responsibility. I was apologizing for ignoring our initial connection, the stuff that brought us into each other’s orbit in the first place. I threw up fences around everything because I didn’t know what else to do.”
Tegan covered Brooke’s hand with her own. “What, they don’t have any postgraduate professional development seminars about how to face all the things you have in common with the pre-licensed colleague you accidentally slept with? Disappointing.”
Brooke stared at her for a moment, blue eyes wide in the dim light of a city night.
“Too much?”
She burst out laughing. “Not at all. They should have that workshop. I should find one.”
“Whew. Maybe you and I should go a little easier on the ‘should’ statements, ’cause there’s no playbook here, but tonight, hanging out with you again, I couldn’t help but wonder about the ‘what-ifs.’”
“Dangerous territory.”
“Undoubtedly, but it didn’t lead me where I feared going two months ago.”
“I’m listening.”
“The ideas are still new. I’m letting my mind wander, but I kept wondering about how much fun we might’ve had if we’d met under different circumstances. Like, what if we’d gotten to know each other first as colleagues? Or what if we’d never been colleagues but met in passing at a conference.”
“You don’t think we would’ve made the same choices we did the first time?”
“It’s not impossible, but you said yourself, we both acted wildly out of character. Surely we’ve had other opportunities with other people. What if a whole lot of stars had to align, not merely you and I bumping into each other, but a specific place, in a specific moment in each of our lives, on a night on the edge of summer when we still wore our jackets.”
Brooke raised her eyebrow. “What are you saying?”
“I don’t know.” She sighed. “We don’t get a do-over, and I’m not sure either of us trusts ourselves completely around the other, but tonight I started to wonder what it would be like if we did chalk up what happened to the time in our life or the bar or some weird one-off. Could we reconceptualize or acknowledge that who we are right here and right now is different?”
Brooke took a deep breath and released it slowly. “If we stayed present in a situation before trying to figure out how to navigate it?”
She snapped her fingers. “Is that what we did tonight? Because I liked it.”
Brooke’s smile spread once more. “Me too.”
“We’ll never get to fully rewrite stuff of this magnitude, but if we did, I’d want more of this.”
Brooke glanced down at their joined hands. “Can you be more specific?”
Tegan laughed. “Friends, Brooke. I’d like to be a little less like someone you worry about, dance around, or protect at work, and more like someone you’re comfortable tossing axes with.”
“Friends,” Brooke repeated, as if she liked the feel of the word in the air between them. “I think if different choices had been made, ‘friends’ could’ve been a viable option.”
“We’ve still got free will, right?”
“God, I hope so.”
“What if we made a different choice right now?”
She nodded, turning her hand under Tegan’s until their palms met, and she closed her fingers as if agreeing to terms. “‘Friends’ sounds like a great choice to make, the best, really.”
A part of Tegan couldn’t go all the way to ‘best,’ not with the feel of Brooke’s skin warm and soft against her own, but that didn’t stop her from shaking her hand anyway, because friends with this woman was certainly better than anything she’d pinned her hopes to for quite a while.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“You seem … better?” Gillian tried out the word as if it might not be exactly the right one, but Brooke understood the sentiment.
“I feel better.”
“Still not going to tell me what happened after you and Tegan dropped me off last weekend?”
She snagged the coffeepot from the machine. “I’m not withholding. I already gave you the full story Friday after I got home, and then again on Tuesday when you asked a second time.”
Gillian still looked skeptical, and when she grabbed the oat milk from the mini fridge, her worry lines deepened. “Okay, but then there’s this stuff.”
“Which is pretty good.”
“It’s fine, but, like, there are changes around here.”
Brooke smiled slightly. “Of course there are. We’re a quad instead of a trio now. It’s a transition.”
“Robin fed me the same line.”
“Robin is wise.”
“Ugh, no she’s not. She’s tired.” Robin came slinking in and practically stumbled toward the coffeepot. “Why isn’t it the weekend yet?”
Brooke and Gillian both stared at her, waiting for an explanation that never came. She merely poured herself a cup of coffee into a mug emblazoned with the words “Chaos Coordinator” and drank it straight up and steaming.
“Fuck,” Robin finally murmured, and rolled her neck in a way that released several loud cracks, then began shedding her black motorcycle jacket right in the middle of the waiting room. “When will this godforsaken heat break?”
“Before you know it.” Gillian caught the outer layer before it could hit the floor. “In the meantime, you could stop walking around covered from head to toe in black. Are you a vampire?”
“I wish.” Robin shook out her mop of black hair. “Between you and me, if I thought a shot of blood would get me through the week, I might ask for some of yours, Brookesy.”
“Mine?” She pointed at Gillian. “She’s the boss. If anyone’s bloodletting, it should be her.”
“Pretty sure that’s not in our standard contract. I provide health and dental. You source your own blood.” Gillian caught hold of Robin’s arm and held it up to inspect a large bruise along the underside of her elbow, and in doing so revealed a red scrape along the inside of her wrist. “Seriously, though, what’d you get yourself into?”
“Meh, it’s not as bad as it looks. Long story short, it’s a wild week.”
Brooke sipped her coffee. “I have time for the longer version.”
“No clients for me for the next forty-five minutes,” Gillian agreed. “Regale us.”
Robin shrugged. “Nothing out of the ordinary. You all know I kind of hit it off with Naomi last Friday?”
Gillian snorted. “We might’ve noticed.”
Robin’s grin took on a hint of pride. “Not to tell tales out of turn, but the fun continued after you left. We found this pop-up thing by the old grain silos, and one thing led to another, so I ended up with some rope burns on my wrists from the light bondage.”
Gillian’s mouth fell open, and Brooke didn’t quite manage to hide her gasp behind the guise of blowing on her coffee.
“Look, not my finest moment, but also not my worst, either.”
“Wait, you had sex in Silo City?”
“I mean, not just there,” Robin said as if it made her sound more reasonable. “Things progressed. You know how it goes.”
“Never in all my life has it gone anything like that.” Gillian turned to her for some reference point. “Has it ever gone there for you? No, God, wait, please don’t answer.”
“What? You already know the answer, when would I have ever …” Brooke scrunched up her face. “Are you serious? You really think that’s how things went down with Tegan? Rope burns in a hollowed-out grain elevator?”
“Sorry!” Gillian called out. “So many details are still fuzzy, and I didn’t figure now was the time or the context to clear them up, but you have to admit, you’ve been smiley all week.”
Robin laughed. “You have had a little extra bounce in your step. Did something else happen?”
“Of course not. Tegan and I talked, and no one combusted, none of our professional credentials caught fire, and that’s nice. All you’re seeing is the absence of soul-crushing pressure, and Gilly, I texted you when I got home. How fast do you think the world could’ve tilted off its axis?”
“Fair point,” Gillian conceded. “Sorry. I do like the uncrushed version of you.”
“What about the rope-burned version of her?” Brooke pointed to Robin. “I feel like there’s more to her story than to mine.”
Robin grinned. “Maybe. I mean, you got the highlights, but I’m on a major sleep deficit, as in like zero hours Friday night, and I had to chaperone a youth dance at the LGBTQ center on Saturday night, then umpire a sober kickball tournament Sunday. I went into the week ready to curl up in a coffin if it meant a full night’s sleep.”
“Circling back to the vampire questions,” Gillian said.
“What vampire questions?” Tegan came in, bright-eyed and peppy in white capri pants with low-heeled brown boots and a khaki-colored linen shirt, like she might be about to counsel some marriages, or she might just go on safari.
“Robin’s regaling us with tales of her week so far. Apparently, she’s so tired she might be willing to drink blood and/or sleep in a coffin.”
“Cool, cool. I’ve already done one session this morning, so I’m warmed up. Care to step into my office, or is this a group intervention?”
Gillian snorted softly.
“Seriously, it’s not that bad,” Robin said.
“To bring you up to speed, she’s sleep deprived from a busy weekend, which involved getting rope burns from a consensual interaction in a shady place with Naomi last Friday,” Brooke explained.
“Shady part of your body, or shady part of town where said rope burns occurred?” Tegan gave no indication of judgment, her expression and voice both 100 percent neutral.
“The location was not that shady, and the rope burns are on my wrist.” Robin held up her hands as evidence.
“That all tracks. Go on.”
Gillian turned to Brooke and stage-whispered. “Does it all track?”
She shrugged and made a rolling motion with her hand for Robin to continue.
“Anyway,” Robin drew out the word and took another long pull of her coffee. “I worked late on Monday and Tuesday, fighting to keep present. I almost called off my art modeling gig last night. In hindsight, I should have.”
“Hindsight is problematic, and ‘should’ isn’t a helpful word,” Tegan offered gently. “No one makes great calls when exhausted and rope burned.”
“Thanks.” Robin nodded. “I still feel a little silly, though, because I got to the senior center at like 7:30. It’s not even dark out, but as soon as I disrobe and get onto the table in front of the class—”
“To clarify, you’re naked on a table in front of a roomful of retirees who are painting your portrait?” Tegan asked calmly, while Brooke and Gillian looked anywhere but directly at each other.
“Most of them paint, a few sketch, and one uses charcoals.”
“Fascinating. What happened next?”
Robin groaned. “From here it gets less flattering.”
“From here?” Brooke mouthed, and that did it. Gillian’s shoulders began to shake, and Brooke bit the inside of her cheek so hard she worried she might draw blood, but Tegan merely waited for Robin.
“It’s not the most comfortable place ever, but they keep it warm enough, and there’s a blanket underneath me, and I dozed off.”
“Of course you would. It was your first chance to be completely still and borderline comfortable all week.” Tegan spoke so soothingly, it sounded like the most natural conclusion in the world.
“It would’ve been fine, I mean, not professional, but okay, except I didn’t just nod off. I fell off … or rolled off … the table.”
“Oh, dear God.” Gillian covered her eyes, and Brooke winced.
“Yeah. I jolted awake on impact, buckass naked on the floor with a couple of octogenarians rushing toward me as fast as their walkers would allow, and my elbow screaming in abject protest.”
“Holy shit,” Brooke finally swore.
“Okay, there seem to be a couple of concerns here,” Tegan continued. “First of all, did you get the elbow checked out?”
Robin winced. “Betty drove me to urgent care. Wouldn’t let me ride the motorcycle. Nothing broken, just banged up.”
“And how are you feeling about the whole naked on the floor aspect of this story?” Tegan proceeded carefully.
Robin grimaced, then grinned. “I’d like to say it was the first time or the last I’d been naked on some linoleum, but we’ve all been there enough to know how it goes.”
Brooke and Gillian both shook their heads slowly, but Tegan nodded. “Sure, which leaves me only one more serious question. When are we allowed to laugh openly at you?”
Robin reached forward with her good arm and caught her in a headlock. “Damn it, Teegs. I thought you were playing the straight man here.”
“I never play with anything close to straight man territory.”
Robin laughed as she released her. “Way to play the long game.”
“I’m impressed,” Gillian agreed.
Robin rolled her eyes playfully. “She lasted longer than you two.”
“Sorry, we know you too well to feign neutrality,” Brooke said, “but what a wicked way to wreck your elbow.”
“Makes for a good story, though,” Tegan said with a hint of admiration. “I could’ve never done that.”
“Which part?” Robin asked.
“Any of it. You’re living life to its fullest, friend.”
“Let’s not set the bar on life by Robin’s standards, or everyone else in the world will fail by comparison.”
“Surely not everyone,” Robin said.
Brooke and Gillian exchanged a knowing look, and at the same time said, “Sawyer.”
“Who’s Sawyer?” Tegan asked.
“My predecessor,” Robin explained.
“Another supervisee?”
“No. A friend from school, previously the wildest person Gillian and I ever knew,” Brooke explained.
“They might still be the wildest, you don’t know. We haven’t heard from them in a while,” Gillian said.
Brooke frowned, not liking the realization settling heavily across her shoulders.
“Sawyer’s apparently an adventure boss,” Robin said kindly. “I’ve never met them, but I’ve heard the comparisons often. I do what I can to keep them entertained until Sawyer rolls back into town again, which I have faith they will.”
Brooke nodded at the kindness of the statement and the sentiment behind it. “You’re doing a great job, Robin. Keep up the good naked-table-rolling work, but don’t break any bones in the process.”
Robin gave her a little salute. “On it … as long as I survive today’s sessions.”
Tegan glanced at her watch, “Oy, me too.”
The two of them turned and headed off down the hall together, and Brooke watched them go, a little whiplashed but also warm with affection. When she finally glanced back, Gillian was watching her.
“What?”
Gillian shook her head. “Thinking about what you said earlier. I’m sorry for not believing you fully.”
“Which part?”
“I think we’re a quad now, and while that’s no small accomplishment, it makes me happy.”
Brooke smiled. “Me too.”

“Thank you for sharing your story with me.” Tegan sat slightly forward in her chair, opposite Tommy and Virginia. This was their fifth session, and they were peeling back progressively deeper layers of their origin story, slowly. “It must’ve been hard to start your life together under such stressful terms and without the support of some of the people you counted on most.”
Tommy nodded, his jaw tight. “I mean, her dad always said I wasn’t good enough for his daughter, and I guess a part of me understood. She’s pretty special. I get why he’d be protective, but that’s all I thought it was until I lost my job at the plant.”
“You worried your employment status made you less worthy as a partner?” Tegan asked softly.
He lifted one shoulder. “A man should provide for his wife, and for a while she had to work extra hours while I sat at home doing nothing.”
Virginia turned to look at him for a second, and her lips parted like she might say something, so Tegan waited. Virginia, she’d learned, often needed more prodding, while Tommy usually took only a few minutes to get the ball rolling, at least with basic facts or stories. Virginia tended to open up only when given a direct question. Tegan was still trying to figure out if her reticence signified introversion, introspection, or perhaps skepticism. Whatever the answer, it reasserted itself again as the words on Virginia’s lips stayed there.
Tegan tried not to let her disappointment show. “Tommy, do you feel a man’s primary role in a relationship is to provide security?”
He seemed to think for a second. “Probably the biggest one.”
“And when you think about security, what’s that entail for you?”
“Entail?” He shook his head. “Like, take care of her, you know. Make money, get insurance, protect her and the house.”
“What about emotional security?”
He furrowed his brow slightly. “What do you mean?”
“Helping to meet someone’s emotional needs, for instance, in a partnership, might mean providing emotional security by letting a person know it’s safe to talk about their feelings, or letting them know they’ll be heard, or creating trust that love and affection are unconditional rather than tied to outside influences.”
He rubbed the stubble on his chin with the hand not covering his wife’s. “I never thought of that kind of security before.”
“Virginia.” Tegan turned to her. “Is that something you’ve pondered before?”
She nodded slowly. “Yes.”
Not a lot to work with there, but Tommy laughed lightly. “Of course she has. She’s way smarter about the emotional stuff.”
Tegan smiled. “We all bring different strengths and expectations to relationships. Sometimes communication breakdowns occur when we assume we’re all coming from the same place or with the same understanding.”
Her phone vibrated, letting her know the session time had expired.
“What if we plan to spend the next session talking more explicitly about the ideas you brought to the marriage and the expectations you’ve probably carried without actually examining.”
Tommy grimaced slightly. “Sounds hard, but you’re the boss. I want to learn.”
“We’ll go slow,” she promised, then waited to see if Virginia would respond before asking more pointedly. “How’s that sound, Virginia?”
Her expression remained a polite mask. “I’m open to whatever you think will help.”
It wasn’t quite the enthusiasm she might’ve hoped for, but they both seemed open-minded, which was better than a lot of couples who came to therapy, so she’d meet them right where they were.
Standing, she said, “Thank you both again for continuing to show up. Be kind with yourselves this week. We’re getting into heavier stuff, but it’s okay to put it back on the shelf when you need to.”
“Thank you,” Virginia said on her way out. “I appreciate that.”
“We’ll try.” Tommy trailed behind, fingers still interlaced with hers.
Tegan saw them down the hallway, then ducked back into her room. Opening her notebook, she transferred a few details into a secure electronic file on her tablet. Then closing the document, she trailed her fingers over a note she still had pressed inside the front flap of her portfolio cover. She didn’t have to read it. She’d all but memorized the message without making a conscious effort to do so. Still, given the easy routine they’d settled into over the last few weeks, she didn’t feel quite as silly for holding this little piece of who she’d been for one night.
“Hey, Tee-Time.” Robin popped her head in the doorway, causing Tegan to jump and slap her binder shut.
Okay, maybe she did still feel a little protective. “Yes?”
“Sorry to startle you.” Robin grinned. “Doing reports?”
“Wrapping up.”
“Good deal. Let’s go find some mischief.”
“I didn’t think you had to go looking for it. I figured it found you.”
“Sometimes, but we’ve been so chill for a while, I thought we might help the adventure along.”
They had been chill, but she wasn’t sure she wanted to tempt fate by shaking anything too hard. Work had settled into a nice routine, and the relationships around the office felt even and light. Everyone moved comfortably around each other, and her finances were starting to pull out of their nosedive, too. Maybe she did spend a few too many evenings at home alone, but after the summer she’d had, she didn’t hate starting autumn with a little more stability.
“What’s the hesitation?” Robin asked.
“Nothing, probably overthinking.”
“I’ve got the cure for that. Action. Let’s go get some.”
She laughed. “What kind?”
“Good question. You know me well enough to want to read the fine print by now, huh?”
“Little bit, yeah.”
“Can’t even blame you, but I have no plans, only ideas. Want to see who else is game?”
“Sure.” She followed Robin down the hall, where they found Brooke coming in from outside.
“Hey, Easy Beezey,” Robin greeted enthusiastically, “want to get the weekend rolling a day early?”
Brooke didn’t miss a step. “What would that entail?”
Robin shook her head. “Why’s everyone suspicious?”
“I asked for a complete rundown, too,” Tegan said. “Can’t imagine why, what with the naked elbow-bashing and all.”
“One time.” Robin laughed. “But fine, what do you want to do?”
“Drink wine and watch movies,” Brooke offered.
“Sounds perfect,” Tegan agreed.
“Boo, you do that every weekend, and you’ll do more of it when winter arrives. The weather is glorious. Let’s get out.”
“Fair dues,” Brooke agreed easily enough. “Just went out to my car, and it’s the kind of day that makes you feel alive.”
“I do so enjoy feeling alive, much better than the alternative,” Tegan said, “and I haven’t actually been outside for more than a few minutes all week, or last week.”
Robin brightened. “There’s a zip line over Niagara Falls.”
“No,” Tegan and Brooke both said in unison.
She sighed. “Dare I even suggest rappelling?”
“Not if you want me to keep talking to you,” Brooke deadpanned.
Robin continued good-naturedly, making Tegan wonder if she really expected them to jump on board with any of her wilder ideas or if she merely enjoyed playing the role of instigator until Brooke pulled out her phone. “It’s Women in Sports Night for the Bisons.”
“Who are the Bisons?” Tegan asked.
“Minor league baseball team. Also, it’s two-dollar hot dog and popcorn night.”
“Sold.” Tegan practically jumped at the idea of cheap food and sporty fun.
Robin seemed slightly less enthused, but said, “There are worse ways to spend a weeknight than drinking cheap beer and celebrating female athletes.”
“Agreed.” Brooke nodded resolutely. “Let’s go get Gillian.”
They found her in the main office, glasses perched low on her nose and a slew of papers spread across her desk. “Whatever it is, I can’t.”
“Come on, take a night off.”
“No can do. I’m up to my eyeballs in this shit, and I have a seven o’clock meeting with Maura.”
“Who’s Maura?” Robin asked.
“Our grad school program director, also Sawyer’s mother, so if you want to stick around, Brooke …”
“Hard no.” She shook her head emphatically.
“She always loved you.”
“As a student, not as someone who stuck up for her only child. Is she still on you about teaching?” Brooke asked.
“She is, but I don’t think it’s the right time.”
“It’s okay to set boundaries,” Robin encouraged.
“Good, I’m setting one with you three now. Go have a great night without me.”
Tegan smiled sadly. “Can’t we help lighten the load?”
“I appreciate the offer, but none of this is stuff I can punt, legally or logistically. Do your best to keep these two—” she gestured between Brooke and Robin “—in line.”
Brooke scoffed, but Robin threw back her head and laughed. “Good luck.”
The three of them headed out into the golden light of the sun casting shadows across downtown.
“What time is first pitch?” Robin asked as she bopped ahead down the sidewalk.
Brooke glanced at her phone. “Seven-ten. If we take my car from here, we’ll make it.”
“I call shotgun,” Robin said.
“Shotgun? Are you twelve years old the minute you leave the office?”
“No, I’m always at least old enough to consent.”
Tegan smiled at the easy banter, but before she could jump in, movement across the street caught her attention. She slowed as recognition registered Tommy and Virginia sitting in the cab of a truck still parked less than a block from the office. They had the windows up, so she couldn’t hear their conversation, but he was clearly speaking animatedly while Virginia stared blankly ahead.
For some reason, the image caused her feet to falter. They didn’t seem to be fighting, not exactly, but there was a disconnect between their body language in her office and the set of their profiles now.
“Hey,” Brooke said softly. “Everything okay?”
She nodded. “Yeah.”
Brooke glanced across the street. “Your new clients?”
She checked over her shoulder again, but this time Tommy spotted her as well. His sheepish smile returned, and he offered a little wave.
She returned the gesture before starting off again, but Brooke gave her sleeve a little tug.
“Are you sure?”
She heard the truck pull out behind them and smiled. “Just awkward seeing clients outside of work. Not used to it yet.”
Brooke nodded, but her eyes were clearly still tracking the vehicle as it drove off. For a second, it looked like she wanted to say more or maybe ask more, but Robin popped up between them.
“Hey, way to leave me hanging, you two.” Robin laughed. “I made it right up to Brooke’s car chattering away, then found I was talking to myself.”
The concern in Brooke’s expression softened. “We’re still shedding our work mode.”
“Shake that shit off.” Robin wrapped an arm around each of their waists and nudged them all forward again.
Tegan wiggled her shoulders a bit for effect, but it seemed to help. Whatever work they’d left undone would still be there next time, and whatever Brooke had thought about telling her didn’t seem to matter any more than what she’d said a few weeks ago about living in the moment. So, she grinned at them both. “Consider it shooketh.”

“I forgot about these.” Brooke slid into the seat next to Tegan during the bottom of the second inning and passed over a cardboard tray full of hot fried goodness with marinara dipping sauce.
“Egg rolls?”
“Nope. Pizza logs, which are like egg rolls but stuffed with cheese, pepperoni, and sauce.”
“Shut your mouth.” Tegan’s eyes danced.
“You’ve never had pizza logs?” Robin took the seat next to Brooke with a beer in one hand and a pretzel in the other.
“Never even heard of them, and I blame you all. You’re supposed to tell me what I don’t know to ask for.”
Brooke tried not to overthink the comment. “Consider my educational obligation fulfilled for tonight.”
“I’m surprised you eat them, B-Buddy.” Robin held out her pretzel for her to take a bite.
She shook her head, probably proving the point. “I can’t remember the last time I had one, but you don’t grow up in Cheektowaga without eating a pizza log.”
“Well, if I’m in this boat, climb back in with me.” Tegan passed her back one of the rolls, then tapped it with one of her own as if clinking a glass in a toast. She bit in. Closing her eyes, she groaned in pleasure, and Brooke’s cheeks warmed more than the mild weather warranted. She’d heard that sound before, and no amount of settling into friendship could erase the memory or lessen its effect on her.
“Don’t leave her hanging,” Robin nudged, raising a fear she might’ve also sensed where her mind went.
“Saying a quick prayer for my arteries,” she managed to joke before taking a bite, and while she didn’t go all the way to moaning, she had to admit the concoction was worth any calorie concern. “Okay, yeah, I’ve been lying to myself about how good these are.”
“Not just kid’s stuff?” Robin asked as she applauded a Bisons base hit.
Brooke answered by ripping off a piece and popping the bite into Robin’s mouth.
“Totally a Buffalo win.” She chewed. “Tegan, don’t tell your friends though. We gotta keep this city our weird little secret.”
“True,” Brooke added. “It’s a rule. Whenever you tell someone you live here, they’ll invariably comment on the snow, and you must respond that it’s absolutely horrible.”
Robin agreed. “It’s terrible here. Rust belt, cold, long winters, what else?”
“Dirty, gray, polluted lake,” Brooke supplied.
Tegan’s brow furrowed. “The lake is gorgeous.”
“Shh.” Robin and Brooke shushed in unison.
“That’s what we’re talking about,” Robin said. “The truth cannot become public knowledge.”
“Are you messing with me?”
“Not even a little. Buffalo is the best kept secret in the Northeast, and we all do what we can to keep it that way.”
“This place is ridiculously affordable, and I almost never have trouble getting tickets to a show or reservations at the best restaurants,” Brooke explained. “But if people learn we have a food scene, a sports scene, a music and theater scene, and three stunning seasons other than winter, they’ll want to move here.”
“Bye-bye, low cost of living.” Robin made an explosion noise. “Hello, gentrification.”
Brooke shook her head but got distracted by the crowd clapping louder. “What happened?”
“Double to left, advanced the runner.” Robin pointed to the player on third base. “The first run of the game is ninety feet away from scoring.”
“You know how far apart the bases are?” Brooke asked. “I thought you came to these things to meet women.”
“I can multitask. For instance, I can tell you our cleanup hitter is batting three-twenty, and there appears to be a women’s softball team sitting one section over and two rows down from us.”
Brooke and Tegan both glanced over and laughed when, sure enough, not only was there a group of about fifteen athletic-looking women in matching T-shirts, a few of them were openly looking in their direction.
“How do you do it?” Tegan asked. “Have you been making eyes at them through our entire conversation.”
“I don’t make eyes at random women in public.”
“That’s a yes.” Brooke bumped Tegan’s elbow with her own. “Care to take a wager on who I’m not driving home tonight?”
“Sounds like a fool’s bet given what I’ve heard from Naomi.”
Robin leaned forward. “How’s she doing?”
“Good. She mentioned coming back for Thanksgiving—” The crowd got rowdy again and this time Brooke actually understood why as the hitter launched the ball all the way to the wall, batting in two runs.
Robin hopped to her feet and cheered, then turned to them. “High five.”
Brooke laughed, but Tegan went over her head and slapped her palm.
“You don’t high-five even at baseball games?” Tegan pressed her knee into Brooke’s.
“It’s kind of our thing,” she explained. “Robin’s a ‘gimme five’ kind of girl. I’m not. She tests the boundary. I hold firm.”
“I see. Is this a hard boundary with everyone, or person-specific?”
“Good question.” Robin leaned forward. “Are you giving fives to people behind my back?”
“A lady never tells.”
They laughed, but Robin shook her head. “This is going to keep me up at night.”
“What about fist bumps?” Tegan asked. “That’s more low-key, but still feels vaguely high five adjacent.”
“Haven’t thought about fist bumps.”
One corner of Tegan’s lips curled up, and she held her fist out. “Hey Brooke, knuck it up.”
She smiled. How could she not? It was silly. It was fun. It was Tegan. Her fingers curled in, seemingly of their own accord.
Robin scoffed. “Are you kidding me?”
“Don’t listen to her,” Tegan teased. “It’s just me and you.”
She shook her head. What was she even doing? These two were making her goofy. She was not a goofy person.
“Brooke, knucks are a closed-finger high five,” Robin argued. “It’s a slippery slope.”
“Totally different,” Tegan said with mock seriousness. “Different motion, different position—”
“Dude, you literally just said it’s high five adjacent.”
“Similar but different. Brooke can handle nuance. A high five, by its nature, is high. We’re not high right now, just waist level. Come on, just a little tap. Neither high, nor five. A below-the-belt tap.”
Robin snickered. “That’s what she said.”
Brooke finally cracked, both a smile and her resolve. Reaching over, she knocked her fist into Tegan’s.
“Yes.” Tegan yelled triumphantly while Robin flopped back into her seat, muttering about betrayal.
Brooke sat between the two of them in the fading dusk of an early autumn evening, feeling lighter than she had in years.

“Look!” Tegan pointed up to the scoreboard as laughter shook her core. There, on the Jumbotron lighting up the night sky, stood she and Brooke bopping along to the DanceCam.
“What?” Brooke covered her face. “No. No thank you. I’m not a Jumbotron kind of woman.”
The camera panned away from them, but Brooke still shook her head. “I was only stretching. You were dancing.”
Tegan laughed as they tumbled back into their seats. “Stretching, my ass. You drew the attention to us with your slick moves.”
She rolled her eyes dramatically but couldn’t seem to stop smiling. “Hardly. These plastic chairs hurt my back. I was twisting it out.”
“Rhythmically, in time with the song pounding through the stadium speakers. If that’s not dancing, it’s dancing adjacent.”
Tegan picked up a craft beer from the cup holder in front of her and sipped. She had no idea what it was, but she didn’t hate it. “This isn’t too shabby. I still can’t believe the softball women bought us drinks. Does that happen often at baseball games around here?”
Brooke shook her head, causing her fair hair to fall across her shoulders. “No, it’s a going-out-with-Robin thing. Bars, restaurants, apparently even sporting events. She catches people’s attention.”
“Wow. I mean, she’s super cute, but I’m not sure I’d have found her in a stadium full of people.”
“It’s more than her looks. She calls it her vibe. She’s tried several times to explain to me how she’s got a ‘yes’ vibe.”
“What’s that even mean?”
“Not sure. I only know it works exceedingly well for her, and I’m not even talking romantically.” Brooke relaxed back in her chair. “She makes friends. Despite what happened with Naomi, I don’t think she sleeps with half the women who catch her attention. People are drawn to her because they sense she’s genuinely interested in them.”
“That tracks.” Tegan watched Robin chatting with the remaining members of the softball team a few rows away. Despite the fact that they were now in the eighth inning and time was running out, she didn’t seem to have glommed on to any one of them in particular, and rather seemed to hold court with the whole group. Tegan figured none of them knew the score of the game at this point, but she also suspected none of them would complain about a lack of entertainment. She couldn’t blame them, as the same could be said for her own take on the evening. “Do you have a ‘yes’ vibe?”
Brooke threw back her head and laughed, the move elongating her neck elegantly. “No.”
“Really?”
“Are you seriously surprised?” Brooke eyed her suspiciously. “Or are you just being nice?”
“I’m curious. I don’t know how much we’ve really seen of each other without professional boundaries between us. We both agreed night one was out of our nature, but there were ‘yes’ vibes there, and everything afterwards was work mode on steroids.”
“Except these last few weeks,” Brooke said. “I’ve felt more natural.”
Tegan smiled, “Me too, and I like it precisely because there’s less of a ‘no’ vibe.”
“I don’t know if the absence of a ‘no’ equates to an all-out ‘yes.’ What if I’m more of a ‘cautiously optimistic’ vibe, or a ‘wait and research’ vibe?”
She nodded. “A ‘look before you leap’ vibe.”
“‘Best clinical practices’ vibe.” Brooke sipped her drink as if trying not to crack a smile.
“Okay, now you’re back in work mode. You can’t bring clinical practice to a baseball game.”
She arched one eyebrow playfully. “Can’t I?”
“People who do don’t end up on the Jumbotron.”
“Ugh.” Brooke shook her head. “That was you.”
“No ma’am, the whole stadium saw you. You weren’t thinking about professional standards then.”
“Fine, I was here in this moment.”
“And you were in the axe-throwing moment. And the pizza log moment. And the fist-bumping moment. Also, you were very present in the moments we’re not mentioning because we’ve moved past them.”
“Mentioning that you aren’t mentioning something isn’t exactly not mentioning it, but I’d like to point out, all of those moments have something in common … you.”
Tegan’s heart gave a little flutter, but she ignored the emotion in favor of easier logic. “I can’t hardly make a list of moments I wasn’t privy to.”
“I can.” Brooke sounded a little more reflective now. “I can look back on all the minutes and find the common denominator.”
Tegan shifted slightly in her seat, worried she already knew the answer. It wasn’t one she wanted either of them to examine too closely. They’d just gotten back to a good place. They were comfortable. They were fun. As much as she loved hanging out with Robin, she was deeply drawn to Brooke. Her chest tightened because even that simple train of thought should probably raise some red flags, or at least give her reason to dig a little deeper, but she didn’t want to. She wanted to sit here, beside this woman, feeling safe and silly and not think it to death. Wasn’t that the whole point of existing in the moment?
“Brooke?”
For a second, Tegan had such a hard time processing the interruption, she actually wondered if she’d said the name herself, but Brooke turned the other direction.
Everything about her demeanor changed, from the tightening of her shoulders to a parting of her lips and a sheen over her eyes.
“Jennifer.” Brooke rose slowly, as if she didn’t quite trust her knees to support her.
“I know you probably don’t want to see me, but when they put you up on the screen, I didn’t even remember where I knew you from at first, because you were so happy. I felt like maybe the universe had sent me a message.”
Brooke waited, either unwilling or unable to respond.
“I, um.” Jennifer shook her head. “I shouldn’t have come over. It’s nothing to do with you, but maybe you deserve to know you were right, and I was so incredibly wrong. People don’t really change. Even after ten years and two kids.”
“Oh.” Brooke started to wring her hands, then caught herself. “I’m so sorry.”
Jennifer laughed bitterly. “Don’t be. You got the message faster than I did. Took me a decade of ignoring things, looking the other way, and making excuses. I wasn’t strong enough until a couple months ago, but seeing you here tonight … I can’t explain it. I guess I thought, ‘Hey, she’s got a good life. She seems like she learned and grew. No one’s going to do this to her ever again,’ which is probably more than you needed to know.”
“No.” Brooke shook her head. “It’s what you needed to say.”
“Well, anyway, I’ll go, but I’m glad you’re doing good. And I’m still sorry.” Jennifer blinked a few times as though she might be fighting tears, before glancing at Tegan. “But it looks like you’re doing great.”
Tegan had absolutely no idea how to respond to what seemed like a freaking monumental moment in someone else’s life.
Jennifer gave her a weak smile, then looked back to Brooke. “This is your …”
She didn’t seem to understand the implications of the not-quite-question for a moment, then shook her head slowly. “No, I mean, Tegan, she’s my, colleague.”
Tegan stood and extended her hand tentatively.
Jennifer shook it. “Nice to meet you. Sorry I assumed. I saw you two dancing and laughing, and I didn’t go right to a business connection.”
“No worries,” Tegan said. “After-work outing.”
“Friends,” Brooke cut back in bluntly. “We’re friends … who work together.”
“Right,” Jennifer said slowly, “I get it. You still doing the therapy thing?”
Brooke nodded. “Tegan’s accepting new clients if you ever need help, not that you do. I mention it only because I went that route.”
Jennifer took a step back. “I’ll think about it. Nice to meet you, Tegan. And Brooke, I’m not even asking for forgiveness so much as letting you know you were … well, you’ve probably known for a long time. I’ll back away now.”
“Jen,” Brooke said the name so plaintively it hurt Tegan to hear.
“Yes?”
“I never wanted this for you. Not at any point.”
She smiled sadly. “I know, but we both should’ve seen it coming.”
There didn’t seem to be much more to say, and Tegan watched Jennifer walk all the way back down the steps before turning to Brooke.
“You okay?”
She eased back into the chair gently.
“It’s okay if you want to go.”
She nodded, the only indication she’d heard, or even realized Tegan still existed, as she stared across the field, eyes unfocused, jaw tight.
Tegan sat next to her. “I’ll stay with you in this as long as you need.”
And, apparently, she needed quite a bit. Players came to the plate and returned to the dugout, teams traded places, the crowd around them thinned out. Still, they stayed, side by side, breathing in and out, holding space, and trying to make sense in their own ways.
Tegan had no idea what Brooke felt. Hell, she didn’t even fully understand what had happened or how quickly they’d gone from dancing and laughing to whatever they were doing now, but she had enough context clues to know they wouldn’t sort it all out tonight. All she needed to do now was make sure Brooke understood she wasn’t alone.
“So that’s my … hmm, my …” Brooke seemed to search for an apt descriptor.
“Maid of honor?” Tegan finally offered.
“You remember the story?”
“Very much.”
“Me too.” Brooke forced a weak smile. “Except I’d kind of wrapped it up in a neat package. I’d picked the narrative apart and rearranged it into something meaningful, then tucked it into my formative files as dusted and done.”
“It still can be.”
“For me, maybe, but for Jennifer and Chad and their kids, it’s still an active cycle.”
Tegan nodded, not sure what that meant for Brooke and not wanting to try to tell her how to feel. “You were generous to her there.”
She shook her head. “I’m not even sure what I said. I could only hear her.”
“I heard you, too.” Tegan reached for her hand, wanting to offer some anchor of comfort, but stopped short of touching her because it hadn’t exactly been invited. “I won’t forget, but I don’t have to play it back right now, either.”
Brooke pinched the bridge of her nose. “Thank you. I think maybe not tonight.”
“Of course. That meeting was a long time in the making. You don’t have to process the entire thing during the ninth inning.”
Brooke stared at the scoreboard for another few minutes. “It’s basically over, right?”
She wasn’t sure if she meant the game or something more, but she nodded anyway. “Ready to call it a night?”
“I think so.”
“Okay. Let me get Robin.”
She started to scoot past her into the aisle, but Brooke caught hold of her, hooking one of her fingers with her own as if afraid to do too much or hold on too tightly. “Can you not mention this to her?”
“Of course.”
“Can you not mention it to Gillian, either?”
The request caused her chest to tighten, not that she thought it was her place to tell anyone, but she hated Brooke feeling the need to hide something from her two best people.
“I won’t bring it up again until you’re ready.”
Brooke sighed and stared up at her. “Thank you. For what it’s worth, I’m glad you were here.”
She smiled. “Me too. And I’ll still be here whenever you’re ready to talk about it.”
Brooke released her. “As soon as I figure out how, I’ll let you know.”
Tegan started down the steps, taking a few deep breaths to steady herself and trying not to worry too much, but everything had happened so fast, she suspected she’d keep replaying the entire ordeal in her head, and not just the conversation Jennifer had sparked, but also the one she’d interrupted.

“Hey.” Brooke pushed through the door to the conference room, weighed down by a sizable tray of sushi and dumplings. “Take-Out Tuesday has officially arrived.”
Robin hopped up to take some of the load. “And it’s not even anything too messy this time. What are the odds I don’t wear it?”
She scanned her friend’s baby-blue sweater. “There’s still soy sauce involved, so fifty-fifty?”
“I’ll take it.” Robin divvied up several orders. “Where’s Gillian?”
Brooke checked her watch to see five past the hour. “Dunno. She was in her office with Tegan when I went out to meet the delivery guy.”
“Hmm, hope they’re gossiping and not problem-solving.”
Brooke stopped passing plates around the table. “Everything okay?”
Robin shrugged. “Far as I know. Honestly, you’re the only one who’s seemed off since last week. I’d started to wonder if something happened with you and Tegan.”
She shook her head, despite the fact that several things had happened. She hadn’t made sense of any of them yet, which wasn’t for a lack of trying on her part. “I thought we had a good time.”
“Too good a time?” Robin asked delicately.
“What’s that mean?”
“It means if you enjoyed hanging out with her and it maybe sparked feelings—”
“No,” she cut her off quickly. “Not from my end. Did she say something?”
“Not a word.” Robin kept her tone studious. “But I want you to know, I see all the work you’re putting in, and it seemed to be paying off, but no one expects either of you to be perfect. And if you want to talk, I’m cool.”
Brooke softened. “You are undoubtedly the coolest person I know. And I appreciate the offer, but I promise I’m not sliding down any slippery slopes.” If anything, the opposite felt true after last week, but she didn’t want to say so for fear she’d have to explain why.
“How’s it already the end of September?” Gillian asked before she’d made it through the door.
“Just over a month to sexy Halloween,” Robin said, “not that I have a countdown going or anything.”
“Seriously?” Tegan came in and snagged the seat next to Brooke. She smelled good, sweet and clean. “You’re into Halloween?”
“I’m into everything, T-Time.”
“It’s your ‘yes’ vibe.”
Robin beamed and turned from Gillian to Brooke. “See, she gets it!”
Brooke shook her head and chose not to confess that she’d explained the vibe thing at the game. Like so many other conversations with Tegan, she couldn’t quite forget the details, nor could she make them make sense in any larger context.
“If I’m counting down to anything, it’s the conference, though,” Tegan continued. “I’m ready to up my game.”
“Plus, a week off work, a big city, a spacious hotel bed, so many new friends to make.” Robin’s voice took on a dreamy quality. “Hey, you want to bunk in with me, T-Cup?”
“Um, I did until you said all that.”
Gillian and Brooke laughed.
“Come on. It’ll be fun, and it’ll defray the cost.”
Tegan nodded slowly, and Brooke got the sense that argument went a long way with her. If things had been different, she would’ve offered to let Tegan stay with her, but despite the progress they’d made, they weren’t there yet, and she couldn’t imagine Gillian being comfortable, either. Instead, she said, “I’ve stayed with Robin a time or two, and she’s a great roomie.”
Tegan smiled. “I believe you. I’m sure we could work out some sock-on-the-door type system, but I don’t want to impose.”
“Not at all. I’m looking forward to it.” Robin dunked a piece of sushi in a puddle of soy sauce and dripped it down her shirt as she tried to stuff the whole thing in her mouth.
“Are you going to start a countdown there, too?” Gillian asked.
“Thirty-eight days,” Robin said around a mouthful.
“Okay, I’ll play, too.” Gillian paused and ticked off a couple of numbers on her fingers. “My retreat will start in forty-two days.”
Brooke smiled at her friend, unable to remember the last time she’d gone off the grid completely. “I’m glad you’re doing that.”
“Me too, but surely we have more important stuff to talk about. What’s on everyone’s plate this week?”
“Same old, same old for me,” Robin said.
Brooke shook her head as if that couldn’t possibly be true, or maybe their definitions for a mundane week were wildly different.
“I’m plugging along, too.” Tegan jumped in. “A couple of new intakes tomorrow. Hopefully, we hit it off. It’s kind of nice getting into a routine.”
They all murmured their agreement, but for Brooke, the sentiment felt more like wish than reality. Even if the work schedule and her client base were largely stable at this point, she couldn’t remember the last extended period where she’d felt settled. Certainly, she hadn’t had a moment of total peace since running into Jennifer, and before then, there’d been only brief breaks in the tension around Tegan, but even if she stretched back before her arrival, there’d been an unease that had driven her to the bar in the first place.
“So anyway, any suggestions would be welcome.” Tegan’s voice trailed off, and Brooke realized not only had she zoned out and missed what she’d said, everyone seemed to be looking to her for a response.
“Sorry. I got lost in thought there for a second,” she admitted. “How can I help?”
Gillian’s eyebrows went up, but Tegan merely smiled. “I rambled a bit about the client couple you passed on to me. He’s trying, awkwardly a lot of the time. I don’t think he’s had a lot of practice with self-reflection, but he’s in it, you know?”
She nodded. “And the wife?”
Tegan frowned. “She keeps a tight hold on things. I’m not even sure I have a sense of what she’s looking for aside from some vague talk about better communication.”
“You haven’t learned of any specific incidents that brought them in?”
“Surface reports. Bickering, though I haven’t seen any of that. He’s admitted he knows she’s unhappy. I’m unearthing a bit of a shame story around a long stretch of unemployment right after they got married. They were young. Her parents aren’t supportive of the relationship, which is causing a lot of strain on his sense of worthiness, though I’m not sure he fully understands how.”
“Separate them,” Brooke said bluntly.
“What?”
“Something’s not adding up, and you’re hearing only his side.”
“She usually just agrees with him.”
“Separate them,” she said again, this time with a little more emphasis. “This week, tell them you want their next sessions to be individual.”
Tegan nodded slowly. “I tried that after our first couple’s session, but they were very uncomfortable.”
“Wait, have you seen them separately at all yet?”
Tegan sort of grimaced and shook her head. “I know it’s traditional to do individual sessions right away, but they seemed so skittish about it—”
“They did or he did?”
Tegan seemed to search her memory. “Him definitely, but she didn’t jump at the chance, either, and mentioned financial strain.”
“Sessions cost the same whether it’s one of them or both.” She dismissed the excuse outright. “Tell them you can see her one week and him the next, and it’s the same amount of sessions. He’s going to balk. Don’t let him.”
Tegan shifted in her seat. “I usually let folks challenge by choice.”
“Obviously you can’t force any client to do anything, but if they choose to openly go against your recommendation, they’re making a choice, which will reveal a lot. It’s better to know now rather than finding out ten years down the road.”
Tegan’s eyes narrowed slightly. “You think I’ve missed red flags?”
“I’m not suggesting you’ve missed anything.” She sighed and brought her internal elevation level down a notch. “I’m sure you’re doing great, but a woman who can’t talk to a therapist on her own raises concerns. The sooner you get to the bottom of whatever excuses or justifications either of them are using to support the narrative, the sooner you can help her out of it.”
Tegan licked her lips as if they’d gone a little dry, then forced a smile with an uneasy nod.
“What?”
“Nothing. Sounds good.”
“Tegan?” she said softly, asking for more without having words to do so.
Tegan swallowed visibly before saying, “Them.”
“What?”
“I noticed you said ‘her’ in relation to the narrative or the pattern. ‘The sooner you can help her out of it,’ instead of ‘the sooner you can help them out of it.’”
Brooke’s heart caught in her chest, and she fought the urge to hunch forward as the tension she’d carried in her shoulders for days climbed to the base of her skull.
Tegan was right, because of course she was, and damned if that didn’t sting for several reasons, not the least of which was hearing it said back to her, however gently. Brooke couldn’t help but remember the echo of Jennifer saying, “We both should’ve seen this coming sooner.”
“Good catch.” She tried to smile but may not quite have succeeded.
“I don’t think I caught anything. You just sparked my curiosity,” Tegan said lightly. “I couldn’t help wondering if you noticed something I’d missed.”
“No.” Brooke sat back, forcing herself to disengage. “I don’t even know them.”
“But you met them, right?” Robin seemed interested now. “Did you get your spidey sense?”
She shook her head quickly. She had no idea what made her react so strongly, or maybe she did, but she had neither the time nor the bandwidth to unpack it in the middle of a work dinner. “I’ve only bumped into them once in the hall.”
“What spidey sense?” Tegan asked.
“It’s nothing.”
“It’s something,” Robin contradicted playfully. “Brooke has a sixth sense for if a couple is going to make it.”
“What?” Tegan laughed nervously. “You’re joking, right?”
“Not even a little bit. She’s uncanny,” Robin said as if she were explaining a party trick, but Tegan wore an expression of concern.
“She’s oversimplifying, and even if she weren’t, that’s not what’s happening here. I don’t know your clients. I don’t have any idea who they are or what you’ve already walked them through.” She paused to rub the subtle throb building at her temples. “I’m sharing something that’s been helpful in my practice. If one partner’s doing the bulk of the sharing, it’s often good to engage them each individually.”
“Honestly,” Gillian finally cut in, “even if one of them isn’t doing all the talking, it might be good to engage them individually a time or two, see if the things you’re noticing are personality traits that hold steady or merely a state of being around each other.”
Tegan nodded. “Okay. I’d planned on broaching the subject again at some point. I might as well move it up on my list. Thank you.”
“I’d be happy to do a co-therapy session sometime,” Gillian offered.
Tegan smiled. “I’d love that. You have Thursday, early evening, open?”
“I’ll see what I can shift around.” Gillian pulled out her phone and seemed to type a note, but when she looked up again, she wasn’t focused on Tegan any longer. Instead, her eyes met Brooke’s, and held her gaze for a moment before she said, “You got a headache?”
She dropped her hands from her temples. “It must’ve snuck up on me.”
“Tuesdays are a long day.” Robin rocked back in her chair, content with the surface-level explanation, but Gillian didn’t seem convinced, and Tegan looked more than a little concerned.
Brooke hated being back in a space where people danced around her, where they watched what they said or where she felt the need to police her own tone. They’d come too far in the last two weeks to cede the ground they’d made up, so while they finished their meal in easy-enough comaraderie, as they all headed off to see their respective clients, she stuck her head into Tegan’s office.
“Hey, sorry if I came on too strong in there.”
“Not at all,” Tegan said in her usual, good-natured way. “You’re probably right. My first instinct was to do a couple sessions together, then a couple of individual ones. I only pushed things back to accommodate their comfort level.”
“You have amazing instincts. Maybe suggest you meet with each of them one-on-one, see how they each react, and go from there.”
“I’ll try it and let you know how it goes. Want to grab a drink after work on Friday and hash it out?”
She wanted to say yes. She even started to, but the word caught in her throat, and Tegan seemed to notice.
“Or we could meet here a bit early on Friday and go over my notes with our morning coffee.”
“Yeah,” she finally managed to spit out. “I’m a bit drained, but all the more reason to caffeinate properly before work.”
“How about I meet you here around eight o’clock? I’ll bring the good stuff instead of the office blend from the waiting room.”
Brooke nodded as some of the muscles in her shoulders loosened. She didn’t want to be walled off. She wasn’t sure what she did want on any great scale right now, but as she paused to process the offer for coffee in the office before work, to talk about clients … every part of the plan felt good, felt safe … comfortable.
Especially the company.

The morning air held a refreshing kind of chill as Tegan strode through the neighborhood carrying two cups of coffee. She’d gone out of her way to get the good stuff, but as the city woke up around her, she didn’t mind a few extra blocks. Everything felt more autumnal this morning. Another transition, but this time with her feet already on the ground. Her three-month anniversary in Buffalo had come and gone, and instead of marking it as a milestone, she’d let it pass without comment the way someone might let a twenty-third- or fifty-sixth-month mark slip by. The accomplishment of simply staying put seemed less momentous, as she felt less like a transplant every day. These days she was much more likely to look ahead at the things she anticipated with pleasure than back at how far she’d come from a place she hadn’t wanted to be.
As she balanced the cups between one arm and her body to unlock the office door, she let their warmth sink into her body like a little hug of affirmation.
She flipped on the hallway light as the low heels of her boots clicked along the tile floor leading to her office. She and Brooke hadn’t said where they’d meet, but she trusted she’d find her in the space she’d started to claim as her own. She turned on two of her lamps, casting a soothing glow rather than the harshness of the overhead light, and snuggled into her favorite green armchair. It had come with the office, and the cushions showed slight signs of wear, but she wouldn’t trade the cozy way it curled around her back for anything.
She waited. Stealing a quick sip of pistachio latte, she allowed herself to enjoy the quiet anticipation. She’d been looking forward to this morning more than she’d probably admit to anyone else, but she did her best not to lie to herself. A part of the appeal was her desire to talk to Brooke about yesterday’s session with Tommy and Virginia. She found them fascinating, but she didn’t delude herself into believing she wouldn’t be happy to sit with Brooke and talk to her about almost anything. She was attracted to her, another fact she didn’t feel any need to rebut or undercut, because it encompassed more than the physical.
In the distance, a door opened, and footsteps fell ever closer. She bit her lip to keep from smiling like she’d come unhinged too early in the morning, but she couldn’t stop the flutter of anticipation in her stomach.
“Morning,” Brooke said softly.
“Hi.” The smile broke through, and the words did, too. “You look lovely.”
Tegan kicked herself a bit for blurting out compliments, but she couldn’t take it back, both due to its truth, and the way Brooke glanced down at her long houndstooth skirt and white blouse as though she’d forgotten what she was wearing.
“Thank you.” A hint of pink rose in her cheeks as she shed her gray coat and pulled off her thin, black-framed glasses. “I steamed up a little bit when I came in.”
“I didn’t even know you wore glasses.”
“Contacts, usually.” She shook out the frames and slid them back on. “Oh, there you are, looking fashionable as well. Aren’t we a professional pair?”
Tegan wouldn’t have described her black slacks and gray, cable-knit sweater as overly businesslike, but she accepted the compliment. “Have a seat.”
“Hmm, that’s usually my line.” Brooke settled onto the sofa and crossed one ankle over the other, the picture of casual elegance.
“Want me to stand up so you can say it, too?”
“No, the best thing you can do for me now is pass over one of those coffee cups.”
“But which one? I know you’re a recent convert to oat milk, but I have no other notes about your tastes, so I went with one traditional latte, and one pistachio. To be completely honest, I had a sip of each, and they’re both amazing, so I’m pretending to be kind by letting you choose, while, in reality, I’m indecisive.”
Brooke burst out laughing. “That’s the best coffee spiel I’ve ever heard. Now I want them both, too.”
Tegan handed them both over. “It’s only fair you get to do your own taste test.”
Brooke sipped from each cup, then closed her eyes as if trying to decide, while Tegan fought the urge to tell her she could keep them both and she’d buy her many more if only they could stay like this, ensconced in the office, close and happy, with nothing between them but a few feet and a slight caffeine habit.
When those blue eyes flashed open again, the corners of Brooke’s mouth twitched up, and she said, “I see the dilemma, but I’m keeping the classic for myself.”
“Of course you are. You’re a classy human.”
She rolled her eyes playfully as she passed the pistachio latte back to Tegan. “What’s that say about you?”
She accepted the cup and sipped the rich, smooth flavor of pistachios. “I guess I’m a little nutty, which I probably shouldn’t advertise around the clients.”
“Every therapist needs a therapist. Isn’t that what brought most of us to the job in the first place.”
“All us mere mortals,” Tegan teased. “You apparently have some witchcraft-level ability to see the future of couples everywhere.”
Brooke shook her head slowly. “Robin has a flare for the dramatic. I can do nothing of the sort.”
“What gave her the idea you could?”
“I cannot take responsibility for Robin’s ideas.”
“Accurate,” Tegan said. “Most of them are too wild to be attributed to anyone but her. Still, I think you’re dodging something.”
Brooke took the lid off her drink and blew on the contents, drawing attention to the deep shade of her lips. Tegan realized she was staring, and glanced down at her own cup, only to see the imprint of those lips on the rim. She pressed her own to the spot and drank without allowing herself to examine any hint of metaphor.
“I suppose I’m edging away from the topic,” Brooke finally said, “not because there’s some juicy story there, but because there’s not, and I hate to spend these quiet minutes together talking about something silly when I know you met with an interesting couple last night.”
“Ah.” Tegan nodded. “Tommy and Virginia. We did have a session.”
“Now who’s not exactly being forthcoming?”
“No.” She laughed. “I’m not hiding. I’m adjusting to the topic shift, and maybe wondering if I’ll ever hear what you’re not saying.”
“Maybe I like you wondering.” Brooke seemed to catch herself. “I mean, I’m not toying with—I only meant the fiction is probably more entertaining than the reality.”
“Probably true of most of us.” Tegan smiled, a little intrigued to see her flustered. “But it hasn’t been my experience with you.”
“Well, you’re a very patient person. Most people say I hold my cards close to the vest.”
“How about you show me yours if I show you mine?” Tegan took another sip of coffee. “Cards, I mean.”
Brooke regarded Tegan over her glasses in a way that made it hard to breathe. “Proceed.”
She wet her suddenly dry lips with the tip of her tongue and tried to remember what they were talking about before all the blood in her brain took a swan dive toward lower parts of her body.
“Tommy and Virginia.” Brooke offered her a little hint.
“Right, the clients, my clients.”
Brooke pressed her lips together behind her coffee cup, and Tegan had a feeling she found the little lapse amusing. So be it. If she could entertain this woman, she’d be willing to trip over her words more often, and yes, she was aware enough to realize that might not be her most professional impulse ever, but she was also big enough to hold space for business and personal connections at once. To prove the point, she said, “Gillian had offered to do some co-therapy but wasn’t able to make it to this session. I considered putting the topic on hold until I had another set of eyes on the nonverbals, but my curiosity got the better of me.”
“I did say you have good instincts, curiosity included.”
“I followed it, and as expected, they both got uncomfortable quickly, only not in the same ways, if that makes sense.” Tegan shrugged. “I’m still not sure how to describe it, but he got more like himself, and she froze.”
“You mentioned she’s not demonstrative.”
“No, very quiet, but she’s always present, attentive. I genuinely get the sense she’s taking things in, but when he started talking about not being sure about individual sessions, she didn’t move. She barely blinked, and if the conversation hadn’t gone on for more than a few minutes, I would’ve thought she was holding her breath the whole time.”
“You think she’s scared?”
“At first it read that way, but the longer it went on, it almost felt like she was waiting, or watching a chess match, distantly intrigued.”
“Did you get the sense he was playing a game?”
“I didn’t. He never got defensive. I’ve never seen a hint of anger out of him. He’s often stilted in his responses, like there’s shyness there, but he’s clearly trying. Even his awkwardness where he doesn’t seem to know how to phrase things can be incredibly endearing. He’s got all this blue-collar trauma, but the guy shows up. He’s here. He’s taking steps.”
“And she’s not?” Brooke pressed.
She shook her head. “She sat very still, only occasionally turning her head from him to me and back again.”
Brooke’s brow furrowed. “What’d he say?”
“He started at the same place with concerns about money, and I responded with your point about it costing the same either way, and he laughed and said he didn’t know that. He still doesn’t know how any of this works. They don’t teach you the price scale for therapy in high school.”
Brooke smiled. “True enough.”
“He said he thought they’d be in this together, to which I explained the health of the couple is our goal, but it’s often easier to get each person’s stories one-on-one because it allows for a smoother flow.”
“Did you mention it’s sometimes easier to speak freely about guilt or shame with fewer people in the room?”
“It was on the tip of my tongue, but then he said maybe that’s what he was nervous about. Without Virginia in the room, maybe he’d fall apart.”
Brooke’s lips parted slightly. “Unexpected.”
“And he seemed almost insecure, like a little boy afraid to let go of her hand. It kind of kicked me in the heartfeels.”
“Did you back down?”
“No. I said I’d be there to help him navigate whatever came up.”
“Well done. What did he say?”
“He gave a little shiver and said he’s not sure he’ll be any good without her beside him, but he supposed that was the point. He wants to get strong enough to be worthy of having her beside him, and if I thought this would help the two of them, he’d try.”
“Wow … that’s …” She appeared to search for a word.
“Powerful? Impressive? Courageous?”
“Charming.” She seemed to choose the descriptor cautiously.
“That, too, in an unpolished and unconventional way.”
Brooke’s brow remained creased. “So, you’re meeting separately next week?”
“Yes, him first, at his request.”
“Interesting.”
She laughed lightly. “Once the dam broke, he jumped in. Said he’s not good at sitting around waiting. Wanted to rip off the Band-Aid.”
“And how’d she react?”
“Almost complete stoicism, except at one point I thought she arched her eyebrow at me.” Tegan sat forward. “It felt weird, and I’m not even sure I saw it right. I wouldn’t have if I weren’t watching like you told me to.”
“Pretty hard to read. She didn’t say anything?”
“Not on her own, but when I asked her if that plan worked for her, she shrugged and said, ‘Whatever you think is best.’”
“Do you think she’s agreeable or resigned?”
Tegan slapped her knee with her hand. “I don’t know, and it’s kind of killing me now. Thanks for that, by the way.”
“Me?”
“Yes.” She laughed. “You’ve got me making mountains out of molehills over here, or maybe I’ve been making molehills out of mountains, and I don’t know which.”
“You won’t have to wait too long to find out. You have an individual session with him Thursday.”
“I’m not a patient person, Brooke.”
“I find that hard to believe. I suspect you have a generous capacity for patience.”
“Capacity, yes. Inclination, no. I’m tired of having to wait for every damn thing. Where is my instant gratification?”
She said the words playfully enough, but Brooke’s smile softened with something akin to sympathy, and Tegan kicked herself internally.
“It’s still a time of transition.”
“I know.”
“And you’re deep in it.”
She grimaced, not wanting to go back to the dynamic where Brooke gave her pep talk platitudes. “I’m fine. I was teasing. I do wish you could sit in on my session with Tommy next week.”
Brooke sighed. “Me too. I’d actually love to be a fly on the wall for both of them. Sounds like an intriguing set of personalities.”
“They’re mine now. You passed on them.”
“That’s what I get for punting. I always let the good ones go.”
Now it was Tegan’s turn to catch her breath, and Brooke’s turn to backtrack.
“Professionally speaking of course … not that personally I’m …” She trailed off, and Tegan couldn’t blame her. There wasn’t any great way to end the sentence, but a part of her enjoyed knowing she wasn’t the only person who walked into those comments or struggled to put them into context.
“Hey, there you two are.” Gillian stuck her head into Tegan’s office, causing her to startle.
“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt.”
She chuckled. “You’re not. I just didn’t know you had mad stealth skills.”
Gillian arched her eyebrow. “I made the normal amount of noise. You all must’ve been engrossed.”
“We were.” Brooke pushed up from the couch. “Talking about Tegan’s clients, who agreed to individual sessions.”
“Well done,” Gillian said. “Sorry I couldn’t be there, but I cleared next Thursday.”
“Perfect.” Tegan glanced at her watch and wondered where the time had gone. “I’ll bring you up to speed beforehand, but I actually have another client in ten minutes.”
“We’ll let you get to it,” Brooke said. “Thanks for the coffee and the chat.”
“Anytime.” Tegan caught Brooke by the cuff of her sleeve and gave it a quick tug before adding, “And don’t think I don’t realize you dodged again.”
“Noted.” Brooke smiled down at her beautifully. “I owe you a revelation, and since I know you’re impatient, I won’t make you wait too long.”
Tegan released her as the warmth spread through her core. As much as she enjoyed seeing Brooke get flustered or trip over her words, she had to admit there was something equally alluring about the moments when she managed to say exactly the right thing.

“Go ahead,” Brooke said as soon as Gillian opened the door to her downtown loft on Sunday afternoon.
“What?”
“Ask whatever it is you want to ask.”
“What makes you think I want to ask something? Or that I couldn’t have done it a thousand times between now and the moment I walked in on your coffee date with Tegan two days ago.”
“There it is.” Brooke laughed and brushed past her, kicking off her shoes en route to the large, open kitchen. She glanced at the papers spread across the kitchen table before setting her bag of supplies atop them. “Not a date, by the way.”
“Sure, sure, nothing but business conversation in a dimly lit room an hour before anyone else enters the office, ending with sexy inside jokes about revelations and impatience.”
Brooke rolled her eyes and stuck her finger in the pot of spaghetti sauce simmering on the stove.
“It’s hot,” Gillian scolded.
She sucked the sauce and the slight sting off her fingertip. “Some things are worth the burn.”
“Oh God.” Gillian grimaced. “Do we need wine for this conversation? You’ve been here only two minutes, and already I sense the need for wine.”
“Not a need for me,” Brooke said, even as she pulled a bottle of Merlot from her bag. “But from the looks of all these documents, you’ve earned some. What’s up with the college notes?”
“Going over things I kept from various classes over the years.”
“To help you decide if you want to add an academic feather in the cap of your already illustrious career.”
“Something like that.”
Brooke slid a couple of them around, not seeing anything Gillian couldn’t already recite in her sleep. “Any new conclusions?”
Gillian gestured to a wire wastebasket nearly full of crumbled up papers. “What’s it look like?”
“At least you’re decluttering. Want to talk it out?”
“Pour the wine. One of us is about to talk, but I’m not sure it’s me.”
She didn’t argue. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to. It wasn’t like she hadn’t expected an interrogation when she’d agreed to come over for Sunday dinner. Something about Tegan admitting her impatience sparked a bit of her own, even if she didn’t know what to make of it, which was where Gillian came in.
She pulled two glasses from the cabinet and a corkscrew from a drawer before handing them all over. “Do your magic.”
“Stir the sauce,” Gillian said, “with the spoon, not your fingers.”
She snorted softly, but followed instructions while stealing another small taste. You wouldn’t think Gillian had any Italian in her fair complexion and copper hair, but her kitchen skills said otherwise. “Gonna be a good batch.”
Gillian handed her a glass and led the way to the table. “Feel free to sort through my paperwork while you’re there.”
Brooke sat and scanned the closest sheet of notes. “Hmm, here’s a report you wrote on a fictional case study from one of our textbooks.”
“No more fictional textbook clients, I live with the real ones now.”
Brooke passed over the paper. Gillian wadded it up and tossed it in the basket from halfway across the room.
“Nice shot.”
“Guess who played all-state basketball in high school?”
Brooke grabbed another paper. “Worksheet on operant conditioning.”
“Kid’s stuff. Take your shot.”
She crumpled it into a ball and launched it with some loft. It hit the rim and bounced in. “Guess who didn’t play all-state anything at any school?”
“All right, all right. I’ll take the wager.”
“Don’t think I proposed one.”
That didn’t seem to matter to Gillian, who wadded another document. “First one to miss has to answer a question of the other’s choosing.”
“Oh, I see, pretend it’s a sport and it’ll feel less like an interrogation?”
“At least in my version the grilling has the potential to go both ways … a lot like you.”
“Wow, quick with the bisexual jokes. Someone’s feeling spicy.”
Gillian responded with a hook shot soaring through the air and into the bin. “I’m safe.”
She shook her head but snagged a worksheet outlining the guidelines for some forgotten assignment and packed it into a tight ball. This time when her shot hit the rim, it bounced out instead of in.
Gillian sipped her wine as if she needed time to think, but Brooke suspected she had her first salvo all teed up. “Did you and Tegan really only talk about work on Friday morning?”
“Yes,” she said quickly, then in the interest of honesty added, “aside from chitchat about coffee, and me undercutting Robin’s assertions that I’m some sort of relationship clairvoyant. The only substantive conversation centered around her client couple.”
Gillian made a little humph noise in her throat, and Brooke couldn’t tell if she found the answer sufficient or disappointing, but she accepted it and readied her next ball of schoolwork, which she promptly sank without preamble.
Brooke was not so lucky, or skilled, and missed her next attempt completely.
This time Gillian didn’t hesitate. “Are you still attracted to her?”
She sipped her wine, wishing it could offer fortitude faster. “Physically? Of course. Occasionally to the point of distraction, but the emotions are more complex now. I feel protective of her, and interested in her work, and I don’t know, a little afraid of her, I guess.”
“Afraid of her how?”
She shook her head, but Gillian made another basket with barely a glance over her shoulder.
“Show-off.” She grumbled and missed again.
“Are you nervous because something else happened since the last time we talked, or because you worry it might?”
“I feel like you couched two questions in one there, but I’ll answer the important one first by saying it’s been a long time since we’ve talked about this, and ‘something’ is a vague qualifier. Lots of things have happened, but nothing I’d need to disclose to my boss.”
She shot again and, without waiting for Brooke to miss, asked, “What about anything you should disclose to your best friend?”
She thought about trying to keep up the pretense of the game, but who was she kidding? “We’ve chatted a few times in the hallway. You know we had coffee, and it was nice, easy for the most part, and you also know we went to the Bisons game, which was mostly fun.”
“Mostly?”
She rolled out her neck, stretching tight muscles. “It was a long night. Baseball is a long sport, but we ate junk food and chatted, and watched Robin hit on, like, half a softball team.”
“That is a long game.”
“Except it didn’t feel long. It felt natural, and I fist-bumped Tegan.”
Gillian took a long pull of her Merlot. “Is that a euphemism?”
Brooke laughed. “No! It’s not. And Robin was there the whole time.”
“I hardly consider Robin’s presence convincing evidence nothing kinky happened,” Gillian shot back, her voice full of humor. “Do you know what she told me while we were axe throwing?”
“What?”
“She said you and Tegan would make, and I quote, ‘a wicked hot couple,’ end quote.”
“She did not. When?”
“When you and Tegan had your heads together giving her your little ‘let it go’ talk. She wasn’t even quiet about it. You were just too engrossed in your own conversation to notice.”
Brooke’s head swam at the information. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”
“You haven’t exactly been open to discussing the topic in detail.”
She sighed and grabbed another piece of paper without looking too closely. “Hopefully this one isn’t important.”
“Probably not. Let it fly.”
This time she sank the shot.
Gillian bounced hers off the rim. “Oh, there’s a first time for everything. Ask away.”
“Do you really think there’s something going on that I’ve kept from you?”
“I do not,” Gillian said quickly and emphatically. “Not in any conventional sense, anyway, and for the sake of the office, I hope it stays that way, but personally it’s starting to make me feel incredibly sad and, honestly, kind of guilty.”
The answer shocked her so much her next shot didn’t come anywhere near the basket. “Screw it, I’m asking another one. Sad and guilty?”
“I know, not emotions we traditionally have between us, but I’m grappling because I’m wearing two hats, one where I’m the boss and one where I’m the bestie, and those roles have never been in conflict before.”
“They aren’t now, either.” The tightness building in Brooke’s chest grew distracting, and she pressed her wine glass close to her sternum as if that might soothe her somehow. “Tegan and I were not destined for some great romance until you hired her to work in our office. I swear, her pre-licensure status isn’t the only thing keeping us apart, and neither is your supervision.”
“We’ve been over it before. No need to rehash, but sometimes I see you two laughing and joking and throwing axes and going to baseball games and sharing quiet mornings together, and you seem lighter than you have any right to be, given the circumstances. I can’t help but wonder … I don’t know.”
“Gilly, what do you wonder?”
“You haven’t sunk enough shots to flip roles here.” To prove her point, Gillian made another toss right into the ring.
Brooke balled up a paper and shot, but it bounced a few inches shy of the basket. “Damn it, why are you so much better at this?”
“I was a full-time lesbian all the way back in high school and through college. There were a lot of women in shorts around basketball courts. You were a late bloomer.”
“While you were getting sweaty with the lovely ladies of the Ivy League, I wasted all those years and my budding bisexuality making terrible life choices playing unhappy homemaker with a guy who’s apparently made a life of serial adultery.”
Gillian froze mid-reach for another sheet of paper. “That shifts the tone rather abruptly.”
She shrugged. “Sorry. Game over?”
“Pretty sure I won, but can we go back to the part where you blithely alluded to your ex-husband as a philanderer? Something I’ve never heard you do unprompted before.”
She cringed. She hadn’t meant to say that, which probably meant she needed to. She’d certainly put it off long enough, and introvert or not, there was only so much bombshell a person could process on her own. “I’m not sure the comment was unprompted so much as a delayed reaction.”
“I’m listening.”
“At the baseball game, I ran into Jennifer, my um, ex-maid of honor, and now apparently my ex-husband’s ex-wife.”
Gillian pushed some papers out of the way and leaned forward. “Yeah, no more shooting baskets. Tell me everything.”
“I don’t know what everything is. She saw Tegan and me on the Dance Cam and came to tell me I was right all along.”
“Don’t think I won’t circle back to the Dance Cam thing eventually, but for the moment, what were you right about?”
“She said I got the message about Chad a lot sooner than she did, and she spent years making excuses and justifications for him, but people don’t change.”
“Did you ever say that to her?”
“Of course not. I told her I never wished her any ill will.”
“I may have a time or two.” Gillian shrugged. “What did she say back?”
“She said she believed me, but we both should’ve seen this coming a lot sooner.”
“Did you?”
“No. I guess maybe I would’ve if I’d let myself dwell on it, but I didn’t.”
“Which is out of character for you,” Gillian said. “You’re the oddsmaker, and you knew the two of them as well as anyone.”
“Which is why I never could’ve brought any clinical distance to the subject. I was too caught up in my own role, the ways I came up short, the things I couldn’t be or do.”
“And now?”
She didn’t know, but Gillian had a way of drawing people out, and Brooke was not immune. “Maybe she’s right. Maybe there wasn’t anything either of us could’ve done, at least nothing sustainable. She gave him the life he claimed he wanted, up to and including two boys who look just like him.”
“Fuck.” Gillian grabbed the bottle and topped them both off. “How long have you been sitting on this?”
“Since last Thursday, so, like, ten days?”
“And you talked to Tegan about it?”
“God no.” She shook her head. “The last thing she needs is me dropping personal problems at her feet. It’s bad enough she was sitting right there for the whole conversation. Jenny thought we were together, like, a couple.”
“Wow, an added bit of emotional baggage there.” Gillian nodded slowly. “Did Tegan seem like she didn’t want to talk about it?”
“She definitely did. I think she may’ve also been open to discussing it on Friday, or probably any other time for that matter, but there was too much for me to unpack, and I still haven’t fully. I’m not going to wallow around in it with your supervisee.”
“Is that how you think of her?”
She paused, but the answer didn’t take long to form. “No.”
“Okay, try again. What’s bothering you?”
“Nothing specific. It’s jarring, and it happened in a weird place, with an audience, but really it doesn’t affect me at all.”
“Except it’s shaken communication patterns and caused you to turn inward, and again, not talk to me, which I’m trying not to take personally because this is now the second major thing.”
“But it shouldn’t be a major thing. I haven’t seen those people in years. Their marriage or lack thereof has no bearing on me or my sense of self.” She rubbed the knotted muscles where her neck met her shoulders, trying to release the tension before it had a chance to expand. “I can’t figure out why it stuck with me except for the comment about how I should’ve seen it coming.”
“You should’ve known Chad would cheat on Jennifer?”
“No, I should’ve seen that our own marriage was going to fall apart. God, it’s been ages since I made those stupid vows in front of everyone we knew, and I still cannot fathom what I was thinking.”
“You weren’t,” Gillian said softly. “You were young and in love, and completely unaware of where life could take you. You didn’t even have the tools you’d need to conceive of the person you could become. None of us do.”
“Exactly. That’s not the time to make a lifelong commitment, but I did. I guess it’s still a little embarrassing. I was such a stupid little girl stereotype.”
Gillian reached for her hand. “This is so unlike you.”
“I’ve heard that a lot lately.”
Gillian smiled sadly. “I’d rather have the other uncharacteristic events to deal with than the tone you’re pointing at the girl who grew into my best friend.”
“Oh jeez.” She tried to pull away, but Gillian held tight.
“Would you be this hard on any other young woman learning who she is and what she’s capable of?”
The comment sparked an image of Tegan, bright and bold and beautifully open as she nodded seriously about a client, or laughed lightly in the setting sun, or even the way she’d squared her shoulders while screwing up the courage to walk into the bar moments before they’d met. “No. I couldn’t condemn her. I don’t condemn anyone in those shoes, but I don’t want to be one of them anymore.”
“You’re not. I get why running into the past in a moment of current happiness might make you feel like the person you were back then. It’s natural. We all go back to those dynamics in weird Twilight Zone moments.”
She nodded.
“But you’ve changed so much.”
“You believe that, right?” she asked, hating the slight tremble in her voice. “People can change?”
“Holy shit.” Gillian squeezed her hand tightly. “Of course I believe people can change. Why the hell else would we do what we’re doing with our lives?”
“Two cuss words in two sentences, Gilly?”
She didn’t laugh. “The conversation calls for it. You, of all people, asking me about change? What kind of number did Jennifer do on you? Why does she have that power? Because Chad hasn’t changed? How can you, the living model of a growth mindset, give any credence to the concept of static humanity?”
“Okay, you’re right.”
“Don’t pacify me to get out of this conversation. I need you to sit with what I’m saying, with what you know, with your entire lived experience. You have one of the healthiest senses of self I’ve ever seen, and you know more about relationships, what makes them work, what breaks them down, how to communicate through and about them, than any person I’ve ever known.”
Her heart gave a little extra kick in her chest. She couldn’t argue with the base facts Gillian laid out, even if she found the last bit hyperbolic. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, and I’m happy to remind you of any and all of those things as often as you need because I love you, and you’re kind of freaking me out, but, honestly, all you have to do if you start to question whether or not people can change at their core is go look in the mirror.”
She took a deep breath and released it slowly.
“Why don’t you go do it now?”
“I’m fine.”
“No.” Gillian smiled at her. “You’re amazing. Go look yourself in the eye for a second while I stir the sauce, then come back and set the table. We’re going to spend the rest of the night telling each other stories of the last ten years and remembering who we are.”
She smiled and pushed back from the table. “I like that plan.”
“All my plans are great plans.” Gillian patted her back as she walked past. “We’ll start by reminiscing about how your best decision was making friends with me.”
She didn’t argue that point, either, as she slipped into the bathroom. Running her hands under cold water, she watched it swirl in the sink and tried to bring her elevation level down by focusing on the physical sensations. She was here. She was safe. She was cared about. She wasn’t the girl who’d rushed into an ill-fated relationship. She’d learned and grown and, yes, changed.
She lifted her eyes to meet her own reflection, willing herself to look past the pallor of her complexion or the fine lines in once smooth skin, to see the wisdom behind it all. She’d earned that, and she’d done the work to internalize it.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Thankful for the distraction, she pulled it out and checked the screen to see a message from Tegan.
“Still waiting on my revelation. Coffee and confessions tomorrow morning?”
She stared at the message for a long moment, then tried to ignore the slight tremble in her fingers as she slipped the phone back into her pocket.
Searching her reflection in the mirror once more, she whispered, “People can change.”



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Tegan held her breath as she walked into the conference room. She wasn’t quite sure why, but over the last forty-eight hours, she got the sense something had shifted again between her and Brooke. Not that she had any indication of what or why. Everything had seemed fine on Friday. Better than fine, good. Their conversation felt like the perfect blend of personal and professional, and she’d spent the rest of the day in a happy haze. She hadn’t thought anything of texting Brooke Sunday, seeing as how she was the one who’d promised to pick up the conversation again soon, and while she’d had a twinge of disappointment at not hearing back right away, she didn’t start to get suspicious until Monday.
She replayed the day in her mind quickly, though she’d already done so several times. Brooke had definitely been in the office. Her clients came and went, but her door was always closed, even between sessions. She never even walked past Tegan’s office to get her usual coffee.
As much as she told herself not to take it personally, she did wonder if she’d done something wrong. Maybe she’d overstepped by trying to contact her outside working hours, or maybe Brooke liked to unplug over the weekend, but if that were the case, she wouldn’t have locked herself away on Monday, too.
She shook her head. She didn’t need to overthink. Maybe Brooke had gotten busy or had a client in need of extra attention. There had to be a logical explanation, but now it was five o’clock on Tuesday and she still hadn’t seen her.
Robin came around the corner with bags of tacos, burritos, chips, and toppings. “Hey T-Ball. Where’s everyone else? I thought I was late.”
“The person with the guac starts the party, so I’m not sure you can be late. And I haven’t seen the other half of our dinner party all day.”
“Ugh. Full moon, and Mercury’s in retrograde.”
“You believe those things make a difference?”
“Doesn’t matter what I believe. Only matters if my clients believe, and spoiler alert, they do.”
She laughed as Gillian came in with Brooke following closely behind. “What did we miss?”
“The planetary alignment is out to get our clients.”
“Ah, makes sense with the week I’m having.” Gillian grabbed some chips. “Most logical option, really. By the way, I have to leave right after my next session. I’m meeting with a public health advocate.”
“Coolio.” Robin wasted no time sticking her sleeve right in the salsa. “I’m out at seven, too. Queer Youth Counsel monthly meeting.”
Everyone seemed to take a moment to inhale a few bites, Tegan included, but she barely tasted her taquito as she pondered the fact that Brooke still hadn’t said so much as ‘hello.’ She didn’t want to wonder anymore, so she addressed her directly. “I’m here until eight. What about you?”
Brooke shook her head. “Nine, but my last one’s just an intake.”
“I can hang out so you’re not alone in the building with someone new.”
Brooke’s brow creased, but she didn’t argue, and Gillian said, “Thank you. It’s getting dark earlier. Let’s remember to lock the front door at night unless we’re expecting someone.”
“Has that been a problem?” Tegan asked.
“Never a big one. Sometimes people come in looking for a bathroom or something. Then we’re balancing both safety and privacy issues.”
“Got it.”
“Can you believe it’s already October?” Robin said around a mouthful of burrito.
“How many days until vacation and conference time?” Gillian asked.
“Only twenty-six,” Robin answered quickly.
“I’m getting excited,” Tegan admitted. “I’ve never been to Boston.”
“Great seafood,” Robin said. “Lobster rolls, chowder, so many things for me to wear down the front of my conference attire.”
“Something else for us to look forward to.” She smiled and glanced at Brooke in time to see her pop a couple of pills into her mouth. “Another headache?”
“Can’t seem to shake this one.” A hint of fatigue crept into Brooke’s voice. When Tegan looked closer, she could make out the hint of dark smudges under her makeup, too.
“Want me to handle the intake tonight? I don’t mind.”
“Thanks, but I’ll make it. I’ve got a break from seven to eight. I’ll rest my eyes.”
“I’ll be around if you change your mind.”
“You’re a good egg, Teegs,” Robin said. “Isn’t she a good egg, Boo-Bear?”
Brooke smiled, subdued but genuinely. “She is indeed. I appreciate the offer, and your one from the weekend as well.”
Tegan’s heart gave her ribs a little kick at the gentle allusion, and she didn’t know what to say, so she merely nodded. Gratitude warmed her as much as the chile relleno. She didn’t even know what the comment meant entirely, but at least Brooke didn’t seem miffed as much as run-down. She didn’t need to overthink. “They both stand, whenever you need.”
She carried the sentiment into her next few sessions and did her best not to seem like she was rushing anyone out the door, but she wanted to make sure she touched base with Brooke before she started the intake. Only, when she came around the corner into the waiting area, she found her hunched over at the desk with her hands at her temples.
“Hey,” she whispered. “Let me take it.”
Brooke sat up and blinked a few times. “No. It’s a referral from a classmate.”
“I won’t poach them. I’ll just do the paperwork.”
“I didn’t mean to imply …” Brooke rose and seemed to lose her train of thought. She placed one palm on the desk as if to steady herself.
Tegan started forward, but Brooke held up her other hand and looked her in the eyes, blue and deep and pleading. “I’m all right. Honestly. Please.”
Tegan lost all ability to argue, or maybe even breathe at the sincerity of the request and the beauty of the woman who made it. “Of course. I’ll leave my door open if you need anything.”
“Thank you.” The sound of the front door opening caused them both to turn. “I promise I’ll go right home afterwards.”
“You don’t owe me anything, but I appreciate it.”
“And I appreciate you, too. I know I’ve withdrawn, but it’s me, not you.”
She wanted to ask so much more, but before she could even formulate a question, two middle-aged women appeared in the doorway.
Brooke slipped into her work persona, warm expression, moving toward them, tone confident and welcoming. “You must be Maria and Joan.”
Tegan marveled at her. How many times had this woman set herself aside, pain and all, to be present and comforting to her clients? And at what cost?
After a brief introduction, Tegan let them all get to work, but even back in her own space, she couldn’t focus on the task before her. Would she ever be able to compartmentalize her own feelings the way Brooke had? She couldn’t even set aside her own concern right now, with much less at stake.
She flipped through a few notes from earlier in the day, typing relevant information into her iPad, but she always had one eye on the clock and one ear inclined toward the door. She couldn’t hear anyone talking, which was kind of the point of therapist-client confidentiality, but she was so attuned, she did hear a door open and close softly, followed quickly by a few footsteps.
She set aside everything else and glanced at the clock. Only thirty minutes had passed, and while it wasn’t impossible to get through an intake in that time, it seemed unlikely a practitioner of Brooke’s quality would rush through unless something wasn’t right.
She pushed open her own door a little wider and listened. Soft voices now came from Brooke’s office, followed by shuffling in the bathroom. She breathed a sigh of relief thinking one of the clients must’ve slipped out to use the facilities, but no sooner had the justification formed than it was shattered by the sound of retching.
“Oh God,” she mumbled and jogged across the hall. Pushing open the door carefully, she found Brooke crouched in an open stall. Her dress slacks dragged against the tile floor, and her head hung over a toilet as she struggled to hold her hair back while she vomited.
Tegan sprang forward on an entirely foreign instinct to get closer to a puking person. Snagging a few paper towels from a nearby dispenser, she ran them under the faucet quickly, then replacing Brooke’s hand with her own, drew collected strands of lush blonde hair away from flushed cheeks.
Brooke released a tiny whimper as Tegan pressed the wet compress to the back of her neck.
“I’ve got you. It’ll all be okay,” she said softly even as she rolled her eyes at such a silly, worthless promise she had no right to make. Clearly things were not okay, and Brooke had given her no indication she even wanted her there. Shaking her head, she closed her eyes and tried again. “Brooke, I’m sorry this is happening, but you’re not alone. I’m here. I’m going to stay right here.”
Brooke shuddered through a few heaving breaths and sat back on her heels, her back pressing against the front of Tegan’s legs as her body accepted the support she’d rebelled against earlier. Then in a weak voice she whispered, “Thank you.”

Brooke rolled her head gingerly from side to side before she even opened her eyes.
No pain. No pressure.
It had been a couple of mornings since she could say as much, and she didn’t quite trust her body not to trick her, so she tested her luck by letting her lids flutter a few times to check light sensitivity.
Nothing.
A little more confident, she let herself glance at the bedside table to check the time on her clock. In addition to seeing that she’d slept through the night and nearly to seven o’clock, she also found a glass of water and a few saltines.
“Tegan,” she whispered as the memories rushed up to meet her like the dawn. She hadn’t even realized anyone was in the bathroom with her last night until she felt the cold compress against her burning skin. She hadn’t cared what angel had come to her aid in the moment, but as soon as she registered Tegan’s voice, gratitude overcame the brain-splitting agony, and she’d have given almost anything to melt into her during that moment.
Sitting up, she reached first for the glass and took a few tentative sips to assure her stomach wasn’t still in active revolt, and once she felt certain she could handle adding something else to the mix, she nibbled on the crackers.
“One thing at a time,” she muttered. First, she’d deal with the dehydration, then examine her embarrassment, or at least what she could remember of it.
She tried to catalog the events of last night as concisely and dispassionately as possible. By the time she’d fled the intake session, she could barely see her new client couple through the blinding aura of the worst migraine she’d ever experienced. She’d fumbled her way to the bathroom almost too late after realizing the nausea could not be controlled by sheer willpower, and for a second, she’d even worried about choking or losing consciousness until Tegan’s touch anchored her to safety. God, how she’d ached to soak into the press of her, soft and strong and so reassuring.
Brooke wasn’t sure what happened next. She’d simply let go and let herself be cared for, not that she’d had the strength to do anything else. There was a hazy recollection of lying on a couch, hopefully while Tegan talked to the clients. She vaguely recalled pressing her hot face to cool glass, possibly in a car, though there was no way she drove, as she still couldn’t see much. Even when she’d crawled into bed, and … someone had tucked her in. Clearly Tegan, but her mind still balked a bit at the idea.
Tegan got her home. Tegan got her into bed. Tegan came to her house. Was she still there?
She hoped fervently that she was and that she wasn’t.
Tossing back the covers, she found she still wore her work attire, with the exception of her shoes and jewelry, and sent up a silent prayer of thanks Tegan hadn’t been taxed with the chore of changing her clothes. Not that she would’ve seen anything she hadn’t seen before. The thought made her bite her lip in an attempt to stem the embarrassment threatening to emerge.
Slipping into some yoga pants and a fuzzy sweater, she went to brush her teeth and get her hair at least detangled if nothing else.
She wasn’t a person who considered herself incapable of accepting help. She and Gillian had both helped each other through illnesses and hangovers alike in the early years of friendship. It happened to everyone eventually, and she was blessed to have people in her life who cared. If it had been Gilly or even Robin last night, she didn’t think she’d be giving herself this little pep talk at all, but with Tegan, it felt different.
Everything with Tegan felt different.
The realization ratcheted up a new round of tension, and not merely the emotional kind. The muscles at the base of her neck ached and her stomach started to roil, making the connection painfully obvious.
She’d made herself sick over Tegan. Perhaps a less aware human might’ve been able to lie to herself or choose a path of lesser resistance, and it wasn’t like she hadn’t tried, but she’d worked in her field long enough to know the only way around a trigger of this magnitude was to face it.
Giving herself the time and space necessary to take a few deep, cleansing breaths, she walked quietly to the living room, where she unsurprisingly found Tegan asleep on the couch.
What did surprise her, however, was how heartachingly beautiful Tegan looked there in the dim light of morning. Brooke couldn’t stop herself from staring, frozen by the sight of her curled beneath a throw blanket, her arm under her head, soft strands of honey and brown hair framing her smooth face.
Brooke’s heart beat faster as her flight instinct tried to assert itself, but she tamed the urge to run from the swell of emotions threatening to overtake her more logical impulses. It wouldn’t serve either of them, and what’s more, there wasn’t much room for shame to take root amid her surges of affection and attraction for this woman. Tegan, for all the complexities she carried with her, had never fostered guilt or shame in any way. So gentle and kind, patient and compassionate, she was the antithesis of anything that should break a person down.
Borrowing a bit of her courage and openness, Brooke sat on the end of the couch, causing Tegan to stir.
She allowed herself the luxury of watching her wake this time, relishing the slow stretch and the way her arching back caused a sliver of her midriff to show under the hem of her shirt. The hint of smooth skin and the subtle curve of her waist caused Brooke’s temperature to rise, but she didn’t turn from the attraction, either. Instead, she registered the sensation and accepted it, allowing its warmth to wash over her and loosen some of the fear bound up at her core.
Tegan straightened her legs until her feet ended up in Brooke’s lap. Then her eyes fluttered open, hazel and hypnotizing, even under the fading sheen of sleep.
“Good morning,” Brooke managed around the dryness of her throat.
“Hi.” Tegan smiled and sat up, pulling her knees to her chest. “How you feeling?”
“About a hundred percent better than last night, thanks to you.”
“I’m glad to hear it. Headache’s gone?”
“Completely, and thanks to the water you left me, the dehydration is on its way out. Which leaves me feeling up to killing two birds with one stone.”
“How so?”
“I need to eat, and I need to pay my debts with some revelations for you. How about I make breakfast, and we can chat while we eat?”
Tegan nodded slowly. “Counteroffer, how about we make breakfast together, then chat about whatever’s on your mind while we eat, sans debts?”
“Deal.”
“Wow. I expected a little more pushback.”
“A reasonable expectation given how I’ve behaved lately.” Brooke grimaced. “But I woke up feeling more agreeable, so we might as well make the most of the mood, right?”
“I like agreeable morning Brooke.” Tegan stood, revealing she still wore her work clothes, too.
Something about the sight of her all disheveled sent another shot of heat through Brooke, this one settling a little lower than her chest. Her fingers twitched with the urge to reach for her, but she accepted the response and let it work its way through her, before standing as well. “How about I find you something more comfortable to wear and show you the restroom? We’ll meet back in the kitchen to debate bacon or sausage.”
“Perfect. Except for two small things.”
“Which are?”
“I already found the restroom last night.” Tegan scooted past her, already heading in that direction before turning to flash her a bright smile. “And I’m not going to debate you about breakfast foods or anything else. I’m here for whatever you’ve got to offer.”
She slipped off down the hallway, leaving Brooke to fall back to the couch and wait for internal recriminations that never came.
Apparently, acceptance had its upsides.

“Breakfast is so sensory.” Tegan moved behind Brooke, who stood at the stove turning over the last few strips of bacon. She soaked up a bit of warmth from both the woman and the stove before saying, “It’s all sizzly and aromatic with the meat and coffee smells.”
“And don’t forget tastes.” Brooke slid two fried eggs onto a platter.
“Never.” She grabbed a few plates from an upper cabinet and set the table in a small nook off to the side of the kitchen. “Silverware?”
Brooke pointed to a drawer with the spatula. “I’m not sure I would’ve pegged you for a morning person.”
“I can’t say I am. I guess my mood’s more dependent on what type of morning it is, but I’m a breakfast person any time of day. Breakfast, brunch, and brinner, sweet or savory, full spread or a bowl of cereal.”
“Good to know. I wonder if there’s a Take-Out Tuesday option along those lines.”
“If you find one, let me know.”
Tegan slid between Brooke and the small kitchen island one more time, brushing lightly against her as she passed and trying not to remember the feel of Brooke leaning back into her last night. It would be wholly inappropriate to sensualize a moment of need. Then again, last night wasn’t the only time Brooke had ever pressed fully against her, though she didn’t dare remember that night at all.
Okay, sometimes she did, alone in the darkness of her own place and her own mind, but not here on a bright, happy morning. Today she wanted to relish the relative ease of sharing each other’s space and company without the minefield that sometimes popped up between them.
Grabbing two mugs from their hooks over the coffee maker, she poured them each a healthy portion and set to work doctoring them up. She grabbed a carton of oat milk from the fridge and found a little bowl of sugar close by.
“I like one sugar, a dash of—” Brooke turned around as Tegan held out the cup to her. Arching an eyebrow, she took a tentative sip, and smiled. “Perfect.”
Her heart did a little bounce behind her ribs, but she tried to keep her voice cool. “I’ve watched you make coffee at the office.”
“And you’re good with details,” Brooke concluded as she set the mug near the stove and moved the cooked bacon next to the eggs.
Tegan snagged a few pieces of toast as they popped from the toaster and set them on a separate plate. “Ready to eat and divulge all your secrets?”
Brooke laughed. “Eat? Yes. This meal is exactly what the doctor ordered. As to the secrets, I fear they’ll disappoint by comparison.”
“You’ve yet to disappoint me.” Tegan took a chair at the table. “Let’s see what you’ve got to go along with these perfectly cooked eggs.”
“Shall we jump right in?” Brooke sat down across from her.
“We’ve already made small talk.” She delivered the understatement without any issue. They’d chatted easily while cooking, and they’d moved around one another with grace rather than bumping elbows or stepping on toes, another fact she accepted without allowing herself to make too much of. “But I do want to remind you, I’m a challenge-by-choice person.”
“I appreciate the sentiment, and I appreciate you. Thank you for everything you did last night. Every bit of it, above and beyond.”
“Absolutely not. I did exactly what any good human would do.”
“Sleeping on my couch?”
“For my own peace of mind,” Tegan said quickly. “I wouldn’t have slept at all at my place wondering if you were okay.”
“Then thank you for being a good human, and not just last night. Thank you for not pushing me to talk about what happened at the baseball game, or for calling me out when I stiffed you on the other half of our conversation last week.”
“I trust you’ll get there when you get there.”
“You have a lot of faith in me.”
“I do.” Tegan took a bite of her eggs to keep from smiling like a fool, or worse, a lovestruck kid, which she wasn’t. She just enjoyed a chance to admit something she’d held on to. She did have faith in Brooke, she did trust her, and she did believe in her ability to make good out of so many things.
“I appreciate your faith, which is why I’m a little sad to admit Robin has vastly overblown my ability to predict the future for any of the couples I work with.”
“So you’re not a fortune teller.”
She shook her head. “Nope.”
“Darn, I’d hoped to see a crystal ball this morning.”
“And all you got was bacon.”
She laughed. “I mean, bacon is a worthy substitute for a great many things.” She bit off a piece of hers playfully as if to prove her point. “But if you’re not clairvoyant, what made Robin say all those things about knowing which marriages will make it and which won’t?”
“First of all, I don’t know, not really. Everyone has free will, but so few people use it to change the course they’ve already chosen. And for the ones who do at least explore the possibility of real change, growth, or healing, the work is hard and often unsupported by other people in their lives.”
“Depressingly true,” Tegan conceded, “but lots of people do the work.”
“Absolutely, and I believe a slew of different indicators can help us discern who’s going to do the work successfully and who will stumble, the same way we can look at positive indicators for success in other areas of life.”
“Like if your parents went to an Ivy League college and established a trust fund for you, the odds are better you will graduate from a top school as well.”
“Exactly. But with my clients, it might be something like, they came to therapy at the early stage of marital issues rather than carrying grievances already a decade old. Or they came in because they love and miss each other, as opposed to starting because each one is trying to prove their spouse is unreasonable.”
“Makes sense.” She didn’t see anything too revolutionary about those base facts.
“The thing is, I’m very good at it. And I don’t want to talk about it like calculus. There’s no massive equation on a whiteboard where I plug in variables, but I have an ability to add things up in my head and in my gut, account for red flags, degree of openness, formative experiences and types of triggers, then predict with relative accuracy which couples will use the process to get better, which ones will use it to figure out they need to break up, and which ones aren’t going to do the work at all.”
“Wow, after a few sessions?”
“Often three or four, yes,” Brooke said matter-of-factly, and Tegan found it a little odd. So much of what they did was steeped in emotion, and Brooke had never been anything but warm and accepting. Well, maybe that wasn’t entirely true. She’d talked about separating Tommy and Virginia with a cold detachment, but the conversation felt more like a one-off than a rule.
“Do people ever surprise you?”
“They have a time or two, but that’s what makes it a surprise. It doesn’t happen often. And it’s not always for the better. Some people who seem to have such surface-level disagreements can refuse to give an inch, and other couples who’ve suffered trauma, betrayal, and loss work diligently and humbly all the way back to each other. I don’t ever make assumptions based on how much people have to overcome. It’s much more nuanced, which makes it hard to explain. Attitude, openness, vulnerability, communication, outside stressors, attraction, shared values, I think all therapists see the same factors over time. For some reason, I do it faster, the way people who read mysteries figure out ‘whodunit’ within the first few chapters, while others read the whole book and are still shocked.”
“But what’s it like to sit across from a couple in crisis after only a few sessions and know with some uncanny certainty they won’t survive?”
“It’s sad, usually, though some couples probably shouldn’t survive in their current configuration. It’s a fundamental part of the job, helping people foster a healthy sense of self. If that ceases to be true, it’s better to lose the couple than break a person or keep them small.”
Tegan nodded. Intellectually she understood, but as she chewed her bacon, it didn’t seem nearly as satisfying as it had a moment ago.
“I also believe in the process. I think there’s tremendous value in doing the work, in grappling with who you are on your own and in relation to other people.” Brooke’s voice was clear and soft. She didn’t stumble for words or pause over anything, which made Tegan suspect she’d had this conversation more than once, and she’d made her peace with her own understanding. “Even if the growth doesn’t lead where a couple wants, it doesn’t mean there isn’t still power in the journey. I’m not sure all my clients see it that way, but I do, and it gives me a great deal of fortitude.”
“I understand, but it seems like it’d be hard to sit there week in and week out watching people fight for something you know they’re going to lose.”
Brooke nodded slowly. “I pride myself on helping people navigate hard things. I like to think my presence is better than their facing a loss alone. It may sound a bit self-aggrandizing, but I believe I have a ton to offer my clients beyond my ability to predict the conventional success-to-heartbreak ratio. Still, if I’m being completely honest, which I always try to be, it can take a toll.”
Tegan set down her coffee mug, meeting Brooke’s eyes fully. “I’m sorry you carry all that.”
Brooke managed to smile weakly. “We didn’t choose this career because we thought it would be easy. We choose it because it matters.”
“Very true.” Tegan sighed. “But I kind of hope I never get as good as you. I don’t want to know how anything ends before I have to. I’d rather go on believing in everyone and the idea they will all make it eventually.”
Brooke held her gaze with great seriousness. “A valid approach with a great deal of merit, and for your sake, I hope you can do it, but putting so much faith in everyone can be hard on a person, too.”

“What time is your first client today?” Brooke asked as she wiped down the kitchen counter.
“Not until noon.” Tegan closed the newly loaded dishwasher. “What about you?”
“Eleven.” She glanced at the clock to affirm they still had a couple of hours. “But I’ve got work to try to salvage after the train wreck of yesterday. Would you mind hanging out here while I get ready? I can drop you by your place on my way to the office.”
“I don’t mind at all, but I could also walk home. It’s only a few blocks.”
“In my sweats and your sensible heels? That won’t look suspicious at all.” Brooke laughed lightly. “Hang out in my living room for a bit. I won’t take long, and you’re already acquainted with my couch.”
“Very true. Your couch and I are close after having spent our first night together.” The words were out before Tegan seemed to register them, but as soon as they left her lips, she cringed, and the double entendre landed with Brooke, who grimaced a bit as well.
They’d been so careful for so long, she’d welcomed the easy conversation this morning, but of course relaxing her guard also increased the possibility of bumping into uncomfortable innuendo. They had to learn to roll with things better, and since Brooke had been the one holding the last boundary so tightly, she’d probably also have to be the one to release it. “It’s okay.”
“Is it?” Tegan seemed uncertain. “You know I’d never intentionally make light—”
“Of course not, but we’re friends and colleagues now. Robin wouldn’t even think twice about making spend-the-night jokes.”
“Is Robin our role model for decorum?” Tegan laughed at the idea, and something in the sound soothed Brooke.
“‘What would Robin do’ as a life philosophy? Maybe we should give it a try, but don’t tell her I said so, or I’ll never hear the end of it.”
“Deal.”
Tegan’s acceptance left Brooke grateful for the return to more solid ground, but as she headed to her bedroom, she didn’t want to linger on any more images of Tegan asleep on the couch this morning. She didn’t want to wonder about her in this space or what Tegan thought about as she waited for her. There was something strangely intimate about a person sitting on the other side of the wall while you showered and brushed your teeth as quickly as possible. Would Tegan check her email or scroll on her phone, or would she use her sharp powers of observation to take note of the personal touches Brooke had strewn about? Would she notice the two overstuffed armchairs were angled toward the fireplace instead of the television, or that the coffee table had lost a bit of luster in the spot where she always rested her feet? Did it matter? Should it?
She threw on a pair of khakis and a maroon sweater, barely taking the time to add lipstick before heading out to find Tegan standing before her bookcase. She came up short at the sight of her, barefoot and comfortable as she ran a finger along the spine of several pieces of Brooke’s unofficial library. The collection wasn’t impressive by any stretch, but it spoke to things that had caught her interest over the years. From classic self-help books to modern queer fiction, each one spoke to a curiosity or a craving. What would Tegan make of them?
Tegan’s chin lifted slightly as something else caught her eye, and for a second, Brooke stood captivated by her pretty profile, delicate wisps of hair catching the morning light and making it more golden than usual. Tegan still didn’t see her as her focus skimmed along the series of photographs along the top of the bookshelf. Her lips curled as she examined a few pictures of Brooke and her brother as kids playing in their front yard, or as teenagers poking at each other in front of a Christmas tree until they both giggled as the camera had clicked.
Brooke couldn’t say any of the photos were particularly flattering. None were professionally shot. She hadn’t selected them to inspire any emotions in anyone but herself, but Tegan seemed almost enthralled as she worked her way down to another set of candids from graduate school and early adulthood before stopping on one of her in flannel pajamas standing next to Sawyer at a piano. They’d been singing something, and Gillian had taken the picture as they both smiled not at her but at each other. Her chest tightened with a kind of wistfulness she didn’t let herself linger in often.
Then Tegan reached out and picked up the last shot in the series. Holding the framed picture of Brooke and Gillian flanking Sawyer, she inspected it with a level of care that made Brooke feel inexplicably exposed. She didn’t have to see the shot to know the smile she wore in it was one she hadn’t shared with anyone for a long time, and maybe she didn’t even have access to any longer. Had those kinds of unburdened joys been a product of her newfound freedom, or the people who’d loved her into it? Either way, it felt a bit ridiculous to be envious of a former version of herself, especially given everything she’d carried with her over the last few weeks.
She cleared her throat almost self-consciously, startling Tegan in the process.
“Sorry.” She returned the frame to its rightful place. “You caught me snooping.”
“Looking at photos I proudly display is hardly an invasion of privacy.” Brooke joined her and pointed to the only person Tegan wouldn’t recognize. “Sawyer.”
“Your friend from grad school?”
“They’re more complicated than grad school, but yes, Gillian and I met them during that stage of our lives.”
“Robin said they were her predecessor as resident instigator.”
“True, in a lot of ways. This picture was taken at sunrise after a night when none of us had been to bed. The mere thought of pulling an all-nighter now exhausts me, but time never seems to work quite the same way when Sawyer’s around.”
“Where are they now?”
Brooke sighed. “I’m not entirely sure. They have a way of crisscrossing the globe. I got a random postcard from Reykjavik early last summer, saying the midnight sun made them think of me.”
“What a lovely sentiment, and apt.”
“They haven’t seen me in a while. They still think of me like that.” Brooke nodded to the photo. Without making a conscious decision to do so, she continued, “The same way Jennifer still thinks of me as the person I was the day I left Chad, or maybe now she thinks of me as the person she saw on a Jumbotron.”
“You’re all those women,” Tegan affirmed, “but it’s pretty standard for people to want to keep us as the version of ourselves they liked best. If I can say so, treading carefully here …”
She nodded for her to continue.
“Jennifer seemed to want to see you as the person who successfully broke out of a place she’s still struggling to navigate.”
“You’re good at cutting to the heart of things.”
“Says the woman who can predict the future of a couple in only a few hours.”
Brooke rolled her eyes, but the playfulness of the statement undercut the tension building in her again. “Not you, too.”
“Seriously,” Tegan went on, “you don’t owe any version of yourself to your ex-maid of honor who had an affair with, then married, your ex-husband. I know you know this.”
“I do. I cannot counsel someone I’m close to, not that we’re close, but situationally, it’s … I don’t even know what it is.”
“A clusterfuck?”
She laughed. “Well put. There’s so much there, I’m not sure which parts I’m still processing. I did talk to Gillian about it, though.”
“Good,” Tegan said emphatically. She waited as if she expected more, or at least wasn’t sure what she could ask, and Brooke found it didn’t feel like a tactic to get her to fill the silence so much as an open offer. It turned out she did, in fact, want to accept.
“I guess what it comes down to is I have a good sense of relationships.” She went on, learning things only as they left her mouth. “I’ve studied and I’ve worked and I’ve researched. I internalized every single metric, all the ones Chad and I had stacked against us, and all the ones I’ve seen my clients fall prey to, and I think a part of me did it because of my desire to never have to feel that unmoored again.”
“What a big thing to be forced to figure out about yourself at a baseball game.”
“No kidding.” She shook her head. “It popped out and hit me without warning. Maybe part of me is still upset I let it upset me, but seeing her standing there, all bare and raw and exposed in a packed stadium, wearing her heart on her sleeve, it felt …”
“Familiar?”
“Painfully so. And when she said we both should’ve seen it coming … intellectually I get it’s not my place to counsel that, but I did feel some weird weight of responsibility, and I’m not sure if it’s professional or personal.”
“Why?”
“Because she’s right. If I’d taken all the things I’ve learned over the years, any of the work that’s given me purpose, and applied it to Chad instead of focusing on shoring up my own perceived insufficiencies, I would’ve seen it.”
Tegan’s hands twitched like she might grab hold of her or shake her, but her eyes held only a mix of admiration and affection.
Brooke stepped back slightly, worried if she looked at Tegan with such intensity much longer, she’d either start to cry or kiss her, and while she was no longer actively running from such realizations, neither did she want to indulge them.
“Okay,” Tegan finally said, “what if you accept that? If you’d seen it coming and you found it in yourself to go back to a life you’d just freed yourself from, to warn her of impending doom, do you think she could’ve heard it?”
The question was too big, too new, but she didn’t know how to say so. She merely said, “What?”
“Let’s say for a second that young grad student, Brooke”—Tegan pointed to the picture she’d recently held up for inspection—“doing all her diligent best work, came across some smoking gun in your earliest research, and called up younger Jennifer to tell her the odds of her marriage were not in her favor. Do you think she could’ve possibly heard such a thing at all, much less from her new husband’s ex-wife?”
“When you put it that way …”
“You have another way to put it?”
Brooke turned the new idea around in her brain as if trying to inspect a foreign object from all angles before slowly saying, “No.”
“No?”
“That version of her wouldn’t have heard me, but I think you may’ve hit on something, because Jennifer wasn’t always my ex’s ex. She was my best friend through high school, the person I called to complain about college classes, the person who cut my hair to give me bangs on my twenty-first birthday.”
“And do we like her for that last one?” Tegan teased gently.
“Maybe not. Bangs were not a good look for me.” Brooke smiled, thankful for a slight aside to catch her breath.
“I mean, few among us, really. I get it, though,” Tegan said gently. “Shared hair trauma and all the rest, it adds up to something more than how things ended.”
“When we were young, we used to have sleepovers and stay awake half the night talking about how when we grew up we’d marry boys who were best friends and live next door to each other to raise our kids together with cookouts in each other’s backyards every Sunday.” Brooke closed her eyes tightly as if doing so could keep her embarrassment at bay. “God, we were such fools.”
“Hey,” Tegan whispered, and this time she did reach for her, just a quick squeeze of her shoulder. “You weren’t fools, you were kids. You had dreams, they changed. You grew, I’m sure she has, too, or maybe that’s what she’s doing now.”
Brooke blew out a breath that was heavier than a sigh, and, with it, a little bit of relief. “Gillian said something similar. Tell me, have you stayed close with anyone you met in middle school?”
Tegan’s laugh held an unexpectedly bitter edge, but she rushed forward quickly. “Not a single one. None of them would recognize me now. No one from high school, either. While we’re at it, Naomi’s the only person I’m truly, deeply connected to from undergrad.”
“I guess the ratio is about the same for me.”
“But you’ve got Gillian from grad school, and Sawyer, and now you’ve got the most amazing young colleagues coming up to hold your hair when you vomit.”
Brooke grinned, in spite of the memories of last night that should’ve embarrassed her. How could they with Tegan so close and happy? “I do. And so do you.”
“While I hope we’re done finding each other on bathroom floors anytime soon, I believe you. And what’s more, I think it’s only natural to be most profoundly connected to the people who know us as the versions of ourselves we worked hardest to forge, the versions of ourselves we built through choice or found by trial and error, the selves we’re still actively trying to grow into.”
Brooke’s lips parted slightly at the beauty of the sentiment. “That’s what drew me to you.”
Tegan tilted her head slightly to the side as if trying to make sense of the statement.
“The first moment I saw you. Before you ever walked into the bar, I noticed you through the window.” The admission made her feel warm inside, and she suspected it might show on her cheeks, too, but she noticed a hint of color rising in Tegan’s as well, and she took heart knowing she wasn’t alone.
“You did?”
“Yes, and since honesty has served us well this morning, I’ll admit the first thing I noticed were your looks, but not just your hair or eyes or smooth skin. I got this overwhelming sense you were someone standing on a precipice, someone still making those formative decisions. When we started talking, really talking to one another so easily …” Brooke got lost in her own recollection and didn’t know how to characterize what came next.
Thankfully, Tegan took up where she left off. “Once I told you about myself, you found out you’re also freakishly good at discerning the success potential of people who aren’t your clients, too.”
“Yes.” She laughed more out of relief than amusement. “I saw you in this beautiful state of becoming, and even in those first moments, I knew the person you were growing into would be impressive.”
“Thank you.” The words came out a little breathless.
“You’re welcome. And thank you for helping me work through so many things over the last twenty-four hours. We’ve run quite the gauntlet, but I’m feeling better on a lot of levels.”
“Me too,” Tegan said emphatically.
“Well done us, but now we should get to work, because if you’re this good a sounding board in my living room, I certainly don’t want to keep you from your clients.”
Tegan opened her mouth as if she intended to protest, but before she got a chance, her phone buzzed.
“See,” Brooke said as if the interruption proved her point. “Duty calling already?”
Tegan glanced at the screen, her brow furrowing. “Maybe. It’s Tommy. Care to take a guess?”
She didn’t want to, not really, because she didn’t want to be right. “He’s not coming to the individual session this week?”
Tegan sighed. “You saw that one coming, too?”
“Is he making an excuse or cutting off contact altogether?”
“Says they’re both sick and don’t want to risk exposing me. I guess it could be true.” She raised her eyebrows with a guarded kind of hope. “Right?”
“Could be.”
“But you don’t think it is, do you?”
She lifted a shoulder and dodged one question by offering another. “Does it matter what I think? You’re their therapist, and this morning reaffirmed what I’ve suspected all along. You’re a very good one.”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“What? Breakfast for dinner?” Tegan could hear Robin’s exclamation halfway down the hall. “Brookesy, you bleeping genius.”
Brooke’s laugh washed over her as she turned the corner to see Robin half-tackling her in a hug.
“It was Tegan’s idea.” Brooke pushed her away playfully. “Go smother her.”
“Smothering in three, two, one.” Robin pounced and Tegan let her. It had been too long since anyone had hugged her so fiercely, and while she wasn’t exactly sure what she’d done to earn this one, she accepted it anyway.
“What’s going on in here?” Gillian came through the door.
“Tegan came up with the idea of breakfast for dinner, and Brooke executed like the mastermind she truly is,” Robin said, still squeezing her, but Gillian glanced to Brooke as if she might be the only other adult in the room.
“Basically the truth.” Brooke pulled a half-gallon of oat milk and a half-gallon of skim from a reusable grocery bag and set them both in front of several single-serve boxes of cereal. “Tegan mentioned she’s a fan of brinner, and I’ve been thinking about it ever since.”
Gillian arched an eyebrow at her. “Brinner?”
“Breakfast for dinner.” Robin finally released her and snagged a blueberry muffin. “Wait a second, are those Mayer Bros.’ apple cider donuts?”
“It’s mid-October. How could I not?” Brooke turned to Tegan. “Another Buffalo tradition.”
“I’m fully invested in brinner now.” Gillian hopped into her seat. “Pass those over.”
“Enthusiastic consent all around.” Brooke produced a box of cherry Pop-Tarts to complete the spread and took the seat across from her. “Well done, Tegan.”
“I think all credit goes to you. I didn’t even know about local apple cider donuts.” She brushed off the compliment, but not before it had the chance to warm her through. Brooke had taken the time to hear her offhanded comment last week, remember it, and then execute it in grand form. Even if these weren’t the best and most autumnal donuts she’d ever eaten, she would’ve felt special.
“I’m all for you two having more delicious brainchildren.” Robin poured herself a bowl of cereal. “Get your heads together more often, please and thank you.”
Brooke smiled at Tegan across the table, and, for once, it didn’t feel restrained or careful.
“I have to agree.” Gillian reached for a Pop-Tart. “We’ve been doing this for years, and never once has any meal made me feel ten years old again. I approve.”
Brooke’s cheeks took on a little hint of extra color and her blue eyes sparkled, making Tegan suspect she wasn’t the only one basking in a bit of positive reinforcement. They had both talked to Gillian after last week, giving her a full rundown of how and why they’d spent the night together separately. The conversation had been infinitely easier than the first disclosure. Gillian checked to make sure Brooke was feeling better, and Tegan felt comfortable with the role she’d taken on and Gillian seemed happy with both their replies.
Brooke seemed happy, too, and she broke off a piece of donut to pop into her mouth rather than trying to shove the whole thing in at once like Robin.
Tegan hadn’t had a chance to talk to her much beyond quick, passing exchanges, but what little time they’d shared between clients had all been open and easy, which offered a nice change from other emotionally vulnerable conversations they’d shared in the past. This time, instead of pulling away, the two of them settled into a comfort zone, and Tegan vastly preferred it that way.
“We need another night out,” Robin said out of nowhere. “There’s a roller derby exhibition this Thursday at RiverWorks.”
“Roller derby?” Tegan snagged a box of Apple Jacks from the table, noting she and Robin had both picked the sugary cereals while Gillian had chosen the Raisin Bran. “Where women on skates hit each other?”
“Good, old-fashioned feminist fun.”
“I’m actually pretty tempted by this one,” she admitted. “I’m not very open on Thursday … unless my last appointment cancels on me again, and given that I haven’t heard anything from him yet, maybe I’m free.”
“Wasn’t the wife supposed to come this week?” Robin asked.
“Initially, but he said he wanted to go first, so I wasn’t sure if we’d keep the original order or if she’d stay in her time slot and he’d circle back around.”
“No,” Brooke said flatly, then adjusted her tone. “Tommy will come back this week, or you won’t see either of them again. They’re at a turning point now, and there’s no in-between option.”
Tegan didn’t want to argue, not after their conversation last week. Brooke was likely correct, and she had no evidence of her own to suggest otherwise, but she still felt a little sad at the thought of their giving up.
“I bet he comes,” Gillian said. “You took the time to lay a good foundation for him to stand on. I wish I could be there this week, but I can’t cancel my own meeting two weeks in a row.”
“I’m sorry you canceled the first one for no good reason.”
“The night off actually did me good. I’m just worried I’m not giving you the support you deserve. Mentorship matters, especially with a client who’s raising a lot of questions for all of us.”
“I’d love to do some co-therapy,” Robin offered, “but I’m booked this Thursday, which is a bummer because even I’m super curious about this dude now.”
“It’s fine,” Tegan assured them. “I’m fine. I can handle Tommy, if he even shows up. Brooke’s right. If he doesn’t take the step himself, there’s nothing I can do, and if he does, he will have already done the hard part.”
She’d said the words evenly and hopefully with enough professional detachment to convince the others, but a little twisting sensation in her stomach reminded her she didn’t regard both outcomes equally. She still wanted to believe everything could work out for everybody. If Tommy had gotten spooked or overwhelmed, she didn’t want that on her conscience. Maybe she’d pushed him too hard, too soon. Then again, maybe he would work up the courage to meet this challenge and be stronger for it. He had it in him. Everyone did, and the least she could do was show a little faith in him. But when she glanced up to see Brooke watching her, she was afraid her doubts showed.
Something seemed to pass between them, an unspoken question, the press of Brooke’s lips, the creasing of a brow, a subtle catch in Tegan’s chest.
“I could do it,” Brooke said softly.
They all stopped eating, but no one spoke.
“Not as a formal supervision, obviously,” Brooke went on tentatively. “Gillian, you already said she doesn’t need any more official evaluations, and Robin will be available next week to do a mentoring session, but Tegan, if you want a colleague to sit in solely as a second set of ears and eyes, I don’t think there’d be any conflict of interest in getting another person in the room.”
“You and I have already talked about the client a lot.” Tegan warmed to the idea without needing much convincing. “You’re kind of my go-to on the couples stuff anyway.”
Gillian shifted slightly in her seat, but when they all turned to her, she merely shrugged. “I suppose the protocols for co-therapy between two colleagues would be for the two of you to work out.”
“We’ve got time to talk it over and check in with each other over the next two days.” Brooke went back to pulling apart her donut. “I’m just putting the offer out there.”
“I’m inclined to accept.” Tegan smiled at her. “It threw me off when he canceled, so it wouldn’t hurt to have a fortune teller in the room. Assuming Tommy agrees.”
“Of course.” Brooke nodded.
“I like the idea,” Robin said. “I don’t get a vote, but if I did, I’d say yes.”
“Shocking.” Gillian laughed. “Is ‘no’ even in your vocabulary?”
Robin grinned at her. “Not where you three are concerned … or these donuts, or Cap’n Crunch.”
“Or Pop-Tarts,” Gillian added.
“Also a yes.” Robin grabbed another one to prove her point, and in doing so, dipped her elbow right into her cereal bowl.
Tegan sat back, enjoying the casual banter. It wasn’t lost on her that even a couple of months ago, the conversation couldn’t have happened. The progress felt good on so many fronts.
She basked in the warmth of that realization as everyone headed back to their respective places. Only Brooke stayed behind.
“I hope I didn’t overstep.”
“Not at all.”
Relief flickered over her features. “I didn’t want it to feel like we don’t trust you to handle complex clients. That’d be rather hypocritical, given all the things I’ve dropped in your lap lately.”
Tegan smiled and shook her head. “Hardly. I meant what I said. I value your insights. You’re the senior relationship expert in the office. It would be silly not to use such a powerful resource.”
She nodded. “I’m glad you think so. I’d like to be as good a colleague to you as you’ve been to me, but I want to reaffirm that I wouldn’t act in a supervisory role or even a mentoring one, just a coworker in a position to offer reactions.”
“Brooke, I’m not concerned about you exerting any undue authority. I want to believe we’re past that. I feel like we are.”
Her smile morphed from nervous to more relieved. “Me too. We had a lot of together time last week, and I don’t want you to feel like you can’t get rid of me.”
Tegan laughed a little too hard and had to catch herself. “Sorry, no. I appreciate the sentiment, but the idea of your presence being an imposition struck me as silly. Our conversations have kind of been the highlight of my, well, does it sound pathetic to say my whole month?”
“Not at all.”
“Good, because I’ve liked every moment we’ve ever spent together.”
“Every one?”
She searched her memory, and her cheeks flushed. “There were a few during my first day on the job I’d rather not revisit, but all the rest of them, every other minute—” She came up short as she realized the emotions pressing up in her chest were about to make her say she’d actually enjoyed every other moment more than she should have, that she wanted more of those minutes, and she might be willing to rearrange more than her work schedule to get them. Instead, she simply shrugged and ended the sentence with a rather insufficient, “Yeah.”

“Hey, Brookesy?” Gillian called from her office.
“Yes, Gilly Bean?” She stuck her head in the door.
“Whatcha doin’?”
“Coming to see if there’s any more coffee.”
Gillian glanced at her watch.
“I know it’s nighttime. What happened to a judgment-free work zone?”
Gillian laughed. “Fine, fine. I only wanted to check in before I go. Aside from the minor caffeine addiction, how are you feeling?”
“Good.”
“No more headaches?”
She marveled a bit to realize she hadn’t had one in two weeks. “All gone.”
“Huh, go figure.” Gillian shoved a few files into the bag she’d carried with her since grad school. “You scared me for a while there. Seems like you and Tegan are both in a better place, no?”
“I can’t speak for her—”
“I asked,” Gillian said matter-of-factly. “Trapped her by the coffeepot not even two hours ago.”
“What’d she say?”
“Same as you. All good, but not the kind meant to keep the boss at bay. She seems genuinely happy these days.”
Brooke waited for more, some conclusion or perhaps a “but” on the end of the statement, only Gillian didn’t offer one. “And?”
“And nothing. I’m impressed and a bit relieved the two of you reached an equilibrium.”
Brooke found the word fitting. Equal, as in no power dynamic, but also as in even-keeled. “Thank you for giving us the time and freedom to work things out. I know it wasn’t always easy.”
Gillian stood and slung her bag across her shoulder. “Not completely true.”
She raised her eyebrows, and Gillian wrapped her in a quick hug. “What’s that for?”
“Because while the logistics were complicated, you’re never hard to trust.”
Her heart melted a bit. “You big softie. But seriously, if there’s anything I can do to make tonight’s session easier to swallow, I will.”
“No. You’re a natural observer,” Gillian said quickly. “He’ll either do the work or not. Let Tegan figure him out on her own, but don’t let him steamroll her, either.”
“Yeah, sure. You have no pointers at all.”
Gillian rolled her eyes and headed for the door, then seemed to remember something. “Oh, and watch to make sure she’s defusing her own tension. She wants so much to be good, sometimes it shows. Focus on ways to strengthen her presence she can carry forward no matter if this guy flakes out or not.”
“Got it. Clients come and go. Focus on her.”
Gillian waved her off. “You’re both good. I’m not worried. Good night.”
“’Night.” She waved as her friend hurried off, but she tried to take her sentiments to heart. Brooke wasn’t Tommy’s therapist or Tegan’s boss. She was there to offer support or insights.
The mindset wasn’t hard to hold as she found Tegan sitting in her room, notepad out, and her hair fastened back in a loose bun with a pencil stuck through the middle. The look managed to be fashionably fastidious, and she almost said so, but the sound of someone else approaching caught her attention.
She turned in time to see Tommy’s eyes travel up the line of her body, flicking briefly at her chest. She quashed an internal wave of dislike and pulled on her practiced mask of professionalism as he flashed what appeared to be an equally rehearsed smile. “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
Tegan rose to greet him. “Not at all. Come on in. You remember my colleague, Brooke?”
“Of course, nice to see you.”
“Likewise.”
“Remember how in our first session I explained that since I’m new to the profession, sometimes my colleagues may weigh in?
“Sure.”
“Brooke and I have been discussing the good that might come from trying something called co-therapy today.”
His grin faltered only slightly. “You mean she’d watch my session?”
“Well, she’d mostly be watching me,” Tegan said, “but yes, she’d stay in for the hour.”
“Oh.” He chuckled, but it sounded tight. “Here I was gearing up for a one-on-one, and there’s going to be another woman in the room after all.”
“Not if you’re uncomfortable,” Brooke offered quickly, “but I want to assure you I’m as bound to the ethics and rules around confidentiality as Tegan.”
“Which doesn’t mean you can’t still say no,” Tegan reiterated.
He seemed to think for a second, then shrugged. “I suppose it’s okay. It’s your job and all.”
“I appreciate the trust you’re putting in the process and the courage it takes to show up.”
“Yeah, about last week.” He cleared his throat as he took a seat on the couch and Tegan sat in the chair across from him. “Sorry I missed the appointment. Got a wicked stomach bug.”
“I understand,” Tegan said. “I hope you’re both feeling better.”
Brooke took the other chair in the room and angled it so she could see both of them, then pulled out her notepad.
“Yeah. At first, I worried I ate something bad.” Tommy wrung his hands tightly in his lap. “Like maybe those shrimp from the taco stand down on Hertel Avenue, but when Virginia got wiped out the next day, I felt even worse for bringing it home.”
He glanced away, like he’d found something to inspect on the ceiling, then caught himself and snapped his attention back to Tegan. “We were down for a couple days, but I think we’ve made a full recovery.”
They’d only been talking two minutes, and already Brooke had seen enough to suspect he was lying through his teeth, and she wrote as much across the top of her page. As soon as her pen hit the paper, Tommy’s jaw tightened, another sign he didn’t love her presence, and she almost jotted that down as well before catching herself. Gillian’s instructions echoed through her memory, and she couldn’t disagree with them. It didn’t matter what angle this guy was working or why, so she set her pencil down and folded her hands neatly across her lap as Tegan eased into the session.
She didn’t pressure him. If anything, she slowed him down a couple of times. As Tegan reminded him of a few things from their session two weeks ago, he seemed to want to rush through the details, either because they were hazy, or they were hard for him to sit with. Tegan offered a great deal of grace, asking gentle, clarifying questions and bringing him back down safely each time things approached bigger emotions.
They worked together through a bit of his origin story, which was predictably blue-collar with a side helping of toxic masculinity, and Brooke found herself softening slightly, not so much because of what he offered, but rather what Tegan offered him in the way of perspective, and affirmation that he couldn’t possibly be held accountable for childhood lessons he’d never been afforded.
“I mean, the men in my family, they are workers.” He nodded forcefully when he said the word. “Real men, you know what I mean?”
Tegan shook her head slightly. “I’m not sure I do.”
He laughed in a way that sounded strangled and clenched a fist atop each thigh. “They go to work. They build things. None of those pansy office jobs. They’ve got skills, trades.”
Tegan took a slow, deliberate breath and spread her own palms wide against her lap, and sure enough Tommy accepted the cue, either subconsciously or by choice, and Brooke pressed her lips together to keep from smiling as he loosened up.
She picked up her pencil again and made a brief notation. “Good use of physical cues.” To make sure she remembered later, she added, “Beautiful hands.”
She blinked as she saw the words on the page, and glanced back at Tegan’s fingers splayed wide and relaxed.
What the hell had she just done?
Not that it was a big deal. She’d slipped and written a shorthand to describe Tegan’s movements, but she’d said something else about Tegan’s hands. Something true, though not the truth she’d meant to write, except now that she had, she was actually kind of fixating on Tegan’s fingers.
Her face warmed, and for a second, it felt like her brain might overheat as well. Taking a deep breath in through her nose, she held it for a count of four, then released it slowly, quietly. When she had, her gaze darted right back to Tegan to see if she’d noticed her little lapse. Thankfully, her eyes remained focused on Tommy, but once Brooke had taken the time to notice such a thing, she also remembered how beautiful those eyes really were, hazel and sincere and deep, beset by the darkest, lushest lashes.
Shit.
She’d done it again. What was happening? She’d never lost her train of thought so thoroughly in a session before. At least it wasn’t a session she had to facilitate, but still. She’d never lost her focus because of staring at a woman’s eyelashes, either. Her hands first, then her lashes, what next?
Brooke glanced at Tegan again, equal parts hoping there would be no next time, and tempting fate. Tegan’s skin, Brooke’s brain offered against her will. Her complexion was a golden bronze that a person shouldn’t be able to maintain this far into a Buffalo autumn, especially when one worked in an office. Tegan looked like she’d been recently kissed by some sort of Mediterranean sun god.
Only Brooke’s years of training and hard-won experience kept her from rolling her eyes at such mental poetics. She needed to get a grip. Not only was she being utterly unprofessional, she was bordering on juvenile. She wasn’t some schoolgirl with a crush, but a senior colleague who’d fallen prey to a long day and attractive distractions. She was vaguely aware Tegan and Tommy’s conversation had progressed while her thoughts continued to bounce between inappropriate observations and self-recriminations. At least she maintained the wherewithal to know she needed to stop. She also knew the surest way to make a person think about something was to tell them not to.
Closing her eyes briefly once more, she stilled her brain, and instead of fighting back this time, she accepted. She was attracted to Tegan. Tegan knew, and Brooke had told Gillian as well. There was no reason to pretend otherwise. She could acknowledge the fact and move on. Still, when she opened her eyes and saw “beautiful hands” written in her own familiar script, her heart squeezed uncomfortably.
No. She couldn’t grant shame any room to take hold, so she went ahead and wrote “stunning eyes and lashes” followed by “perfect complexion.” For good measure, she wrote “attraction undeniable.” It was as though once the dam opened, she couldn’t stop the flow. She continued for several more lines, but once she let her stream of consciousness run its course, the pressure inside her eased, too.
“I’m going to ask you to back up a little.” Tegan’s voice filtered past the sound of blood rushing dimly through Brooke’s ears.
“Seriously?” Tommy gritted his teeth, then grinned. “I don’t like talking about this stuff.”
“I picked up on that,” Tegan said gently. “How old were you the first time someone told you not to cry?”
“They didn’t say I couldn’t.” He shook his head.
“But they taught you there’d be consequences if you did.”
Tommy laughed, a hard, unbending sound.
Tegan waited, patient, steady, present, but not letting him off the hook.
“My dad. He grabbed me by the arm and pulled me in front of the mirror so I could see myself. He said I, um, I looked pathetic.”
“I’m sorry that happened to you.”
“Yeah, well, it made an impression. He told me if I didn’t stop sniveling about every little thing, he’d give me something real to cry about.”
Tegan nodded, her eyes full of sympathy. “What a formative memory. How old were you?”
He lifted his shoulder. “Probably about four, which is about fifteen years before I got married, so I’m not sure why we’re talking about it in marriage counseling. Sorry if that’s rude, but I’m not sure why it matters.”
“Not rude at all,” Tegan said calmly. “I want you to feel safe asking questions, always. The relationships we grow up in often set the stage for what we see as normal. It’s incredibly important to understand what emotions are allowed in our families of origin, because those are usually the emotions we learn how to navigate, and the ones we don’t learn to process often get the short end of the stick in our adult relationships.”
He shook his head. “I can tell you no one in my family ever talked about emotions. My dad would probably do more than box my ears if he ever found out I was talking about my feelings to a stranger and paying for it.”
“I understand that deeply,” Tegan said, and for a second, Brooke thought she was about to back up. She wouldn’t have blamed her if she did. It wasn’t easy to sit with a person so clearly skirting the edges of his own trauma for the first time. But instead of easing away, Tegan actually angled her body a little closer. “Would you say your father’s relationships are the kind you’d like to repeat with the people you love?”
He tightened his jaw and glanced up for several seconds, seeming to chew on the idea. Giving his head a shake, he said, “My dad’s a bit of a hard-ass, but he’s a good man. A good provider, you know.”
Tegan nodded. “I’m not judging any of that, but I’d still love to hear your answer about whether or not you’d like to model your own relationships off of what he showed you.”
Tommy blew out a heavy breath and ran his tongue along the front of his teeth before glancing to Brooke quickly, then back to Tegan for a second. He spun the gold band on his ring finger, and his features morphed from one of discomfort to something slightly more stable.
Still, Tegan waited, her own expression unchanging, upright, interested, compassionate.
“Sorry,” Tommy said without sounding at all like he meant it. “I got distracted for a second. I realized neither of you are wearing wedding rings.”
“Excuse me?” The non sequitur was the first time Tegan blanched, and Brooke wished she’d seen it coming. If not the exact comment, at least the defense tactic it represented.
Tommy clearly saw it too, as his smile turned a little smarmy as he continued. “You all must be pretty good at your jobs if you’re able to spend all day telling poor bastards like me how to be better spouses without having any of your own experiences to pull from.”
Tegan’s professional mask faltered, and if Brooke had seen it, someone like this guy probably did, too.
He’d landed a blow, and affirmed his methodology for avoiding hard truths, which would make him more likely to do so again in the future. If he’d been her client, or if she’d been running the session in any meaningful capacity, Brooke would’ve called him out for it, explained in clear detail what he’d done and the ways it was likely ingrained in him, but she wasn’t even supposed to be there.
Except she was, and he’d now turned from Tegan to her, his eyes defiant as if he thought he’d pinned them both. There was a challenge there, so blatant it felt borderline dangerous. She’d been giving in to so many natural impulses lately, she surrendered to one more and laughed.
The sound startled both Tegan and Tommy alike.
“Sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry, but your realization sparked one of my own. I remembered the first time I walked into my gynecologist’s office, and he was a man.”
Tegan covered her mouth with one hand as if trying not to laugh herself, but Tommy didn’t seem nearly as amused.
“Anyway, I reacted almost exactly the same way you did. Like, isn’t it a little harder to be a doctor in a field where you don’t even have the body parts in question? Then I looked at all his medical degrees on the wall and felt silly for doubting those in favor of the job qualification of possessing an actual uterus.”
Tommy’s face reddened. “I see why you’re the boss.”
The alarm went off on Tegan’s phone, signaling the end of the session, and Tommy sat back, not as smug as a moment earlier, but clearly relieved to have dodged the big question that set him off in the first place.
“I want to thank you for showing up today.” Tegan pulled back into her perfect presentation of poise. “We’re doing hard work together, and it’s possible only because of the faith and courage you brought to the table with you.”
He stood. “Thanks for putting up with me.”
“It’s an honor and a privilege,” Tegan said with the utmost sincerity, but his eyes had already wandered back to Brooke.
“Will you be in Virginia’s session next week, too?”
“Probably not, and for what it’s worth, I’m not the boss. We’re all learning from each other, so I appreciate you letting me be here today.”
“Sure.” He headed for the door.
“I’ll see you in two weeks,” Tegan called.
“I’ll walk you out,” Brooke offered.
“You don’t have to. I know the way.”
“Of course, but since it’s late, I need to lock up behind you.”
He shot her a bit of side-eye as if he found the idea unsavory, and Brooke braced for another barb, but with a slight peek back to see Tegan still watching them, he merely muttered, “Safety first.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Tegan hung back until they both headed down the hall, and she sank heavily into her chair. The session had taken more out of her than any other. From Tommy’s heartbreaking stories of a fraught childhood to the constant awareness of Brooke’s presence to the tension between all of them at the end, she felt more than a smidge drained, but as she glanced across the room at Brooke’s closed notepad still sitting on the arm of her chair, she suspected she had at least one more hurdle to jump before they called it a night.
God, she’d felt Brooke’s attention on her acutely throughout the session. At one point, the intensity of her gaze had almost felt like a caress on her back or a hand on her shoulder, and shortly after that, she’d taken so many notes, Tegan worried briefly Brooke might be composing an entire essay on her performance.
What could she have possibly seen to write such a flurry of comments when Tommy was doing the bulk of the talking? With any other client, Tegan may’ve been driven to distraction by such a prolific burst of apparent insight, but with the tension radiating off Tommy, she couldn’t divert any of her attention to wonder at the time. Only now, in the brief bit of quiet solitude, she started to worry not just about what Brooke had seen in her, but also what serious concerns Tommy’s behavior had sparked.
She wasn’t sure what had come over him toward the end. He was usually reticent, almost bashful, but somewhere along the line something triggered a powerful shot of defensiveness. Brooke had clearly picked up on the shift, but what would she make of the change in him, or of Tegan’s response?
She didn’t have to wait long, as Brooke came back in and angled her chair to face Tegan more fully before sitting down and taking up her notebook once more. “So, that was a lot. Thoughts?”
Tegan stared at her for a second, then burst out laughing. “Thoughts? Seriously? Come on, you go first.”
“Why?”
“Because I already know what I think! I’ve been thinking my thoughts for an hour.”
“Okay, but I don’t know them.” Brooke pushed gently.
Tegan flopped back dramatically. “Curse you and your unshakable logic.”
“Fine.” Brooke laughed. “Let me give you the bird’s-eye view. I think you did fantastic. You’re soothing even while you’re challenging. I’d say I’m impressed, but I worry that implies surprise, and I’m not.”
“But you took so many notes.”
Brooke grimaced slightly. “I hope I didn’t distract you.”
“Little bit.” She shook her head. “I’m just curious. I want to be good, and he bounced around a lot today, and I saw you get frowny at one point. Come on, tell me what you’ve got for me.”
Brooke leaned forward. “We’ll walk through anything you want, but virtually none of my observations were on your performance. There’s nothing negative on this notepad. I’d be happy to go through every line with you right now if you want, but I have a few thoughts on his trips and triggers I’d love to process a bit more.”
“Okay.” She breathed in relief. It was impossible not to believe Brooke when she spoke with such conviction. “I don’t need to keep you here all night. Want to write things up and get back to me?”
Brooke seemed more than a bit relieved at the offer. “Could we? I’m much better at expressing insights when I have time to mull them over.”
“Who among us isn’t?”
“Okay, thank you for again being understanding and amazing. Let me run to the restroom and grab a couple of things from my office before we head out. We can make plans to chat. Maybe over coffee again?”
“Sounds good.”
Brooke stood and dropped a hand on Tegan’s shoulder on the way out, then drew it back quickly. “Really, you did great. Nothing to worry about.”
She left before Tegan glanced up and noticed her notebook still sitting on the arm of the chair.
A bad impulse sparked.
She recognized it immediately, but that didn’t stop the idea from forming. Brooke had said none of the notes were about her, at least nothing negative. Still, it would be a breach of privacy to peek. And yet she’d offered to go through line by line if Tegan needed. What if she did need to? What if she wouldn’t sleep at all until she learned what Brooke had found important enough to scribble almost frantically in the middle of a session?
Ugh.
This was not who she wanted to be as a person, but she also didn’t want to be the insecure mess who made Brooke stay here all night giving her the play-by-play she’d generously offered. In a split second of choosing between two of her baser instincts, she stood and opened the notepad, intending only to give it a quick skim.
The first bullet point stopped her cold. “He’s lying through his teeth.”
Wow, she wasn’t sure what she’d expected in the form of an opening salvo, but certainly nothing so blunt. Brooke was such a careful, deliberate communicator in person. Maybe she’d been right about needing time to put her thoughts in order.
Tegan skimmed on, afraid she’d find more of the same raw characterizations.
“Beautiful hands.”
“Stunning eyes and lashes.”
“Perfect complexion.”
“Attraction undeniable.”
“Soothing laugh.”
“Subtle, sweet smiles.”
“Single curl of hair tucked back.”
“Gorgeous.”
She read the list again, then once more. Her cheeks burned, and her brain felt like it may’ve caught fire as well.
There were a few more things scratched at the bottom, notes about Tommy’s defensiveness and Tegan doing a good job of holding him gently accountable, but she could barely force her eyes to skim over them, much less make sense of anything after such a bold and vulnerable recap of Brooke’s apparent attraction to her, an attraction she labeled “undeniable.”
She heard a door close down the hall and guiltily snapped the notebook shut. What was she going to do?
She should admit what she’d done right now.
This was too much to let go unacknowledged, but what the hell could she say? She would’ve felt silly enough if she’d found notes only about best practices, but she’d broken a personal boundary as well, which felt like a much more egregious violation. Not to mention the conversation they’d undoubtedly need to have next about what those notes meant for them, both as individuals and as a couple.
Except they weren’t a couple, and they couldn’t be, and if the fact that Brooke had gone to these places during a session wasn’t a stark reminder of why those rules existed, she didn’t know what was.
“Fuck,” she whispered before Brooke stuck her head in the door.
“Ready?”
“For what?”
Brooke smiled as if she found the response amusing. “To head home.”
“Yes.” She sounded entirely too relieved, but Brooke seemed to chalk it up to a long day.
“Would you like me to give you a ride?”
“No,” she said too forcefully, then kicked herself internally. “I like the walk. It gives me a chance to clear my head in the cool night air.”
Brooke nodded, giving no indication anything was amiss. “And the weather’s been glorious lately, even if it is dark so early now.”
“I don’t mind the dark.” She wished she’d kept herself in the dark a little longer.
This churning in her stomach, the sweat pricking her palms, the whirl of thoughts and emotions twisting her in knots, she’d done this to herself. She’d made a choice, and she wasn’t sure what her next one should be, but seeing Brooke there, all smiles and sweet concern, knowing what she was carrying by herself and still finding ways to show up for her … she shook her head.
Brooke raised her eyebrows in question.
“Sorry,” she said, or at least she tried, but the word caught in her throat.
“What?”
“I think my brain’s more fried than I realized.”
“It’s natural. There’s always a comedown after holding other people’s emotions.”
“Yeah,” she whispered. She understood Brooke was referring to Tommy’s emotions, but the concept was roughly the same. She’d made a rash decision, but she could make another one right now, head full and eyes open, to carry what she knew of Brooke’s as well, to create that space inside of herself, deliberately and with care. It was the least of what she owed her until she found the fortitude or skill to do more.
“Are you sure you don’t want to talk about something else?” Brooke asked gently.
She shook her head again, but this time she forced a little smile, too. “No. It’s nothing that won’t keep for a while, or for as long as it needs to.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“Hey there.” Brooke nearly bumped into Tegan as they both rounded a corner at the same time.
“Whoa.” Tegan held a cup of coffee up and out to the side.
“Stepping out on me?” Brooke asked lightly, but Tegan frowned.
“Huh?”
She pointed to the coffee. “I thought we were going to do that together and debrief.”
“Oh yeah.” Tegan seemed vaguely nervous. “Sorry, I’ve already had a few today.”
“A few?” She laughed and glanced at her watch. “It’s only eleven.”
Tegan sighed. “Long weekend.”
Brooke’s chest tightened as she tried not to think of all the possible things that could’ve kept Tegan up all night. “In a fun way?”
She shook her head, but Brooke waited, taking the time to note the dark smudges beneath her eyes. “Not sleeping. And you know, the Bills won the late game on Sunday night.”
“Gotcha.” She did know how downtown could get on a game night, as every bar ran specials vying for the attention of the fanatic Buffalo Bills Mafia. “We can wait if you’d rather. I meant what I said. My notes were few, and you already handled everything so well, I’m not even sure you need my insights.”
Tegan’s expression softened, as did the set of her shoulders. “Of course I do. I’ve got about ten minutes before my next session. Can we duck back into the waiting room?”
Brooke must’ve looked surprised, because Tegan quickly added, “Or not. We can go to my office, or yours, or we could wait.”
“Whatever you need.”
“I’m good, just a little frazzled.”
Tegan’s smile didn’t reach her eyes, but Brooke decided to reward the effort by heading for the coffee machine. “No worries. We can chat here until your clients arrive.”
“Thanks.” Tegan sat on the couch and took a healthy swig of her liquid caffeine, closing her eyes as if to savor or steel herself, and said, “Lay it on me. I’m ready.”
She stared at her for a second, surprised at the intro. She didn’t seem to quite be dreading the conversation so much as bracing for something, or at least steadying herself.
“Tegan, you did a great job with Tommy.” She started with her most basic affirmation. “You’re thoughtful and open and generous with him, but you didn’t let him run over you, either, and he’s a strong personality. You laced your grace with a great deal of fortitude.”
Tegan opened her hazel eyes, deep and swirling with flecks of gold and green. “He ran over me a bit at the end.”
“He tried.” Brooke remembered the moment Tegan’s confidence had faltered.
“I’m not sure it was on purpose.”
“It was,” Brooke said flatly as she stirred a little sugar into her coffee. “You got too close. He tried to put you off, but when you refused to back away, he fired a warning shot.”
Tegan finally met her eyes. “He certainly got defensive. Clearly, there’s a lot more there than the shy guy I’ve seen from him up until this point, but I still got the sense he’s very uncertain about the process.”
Brooke sat and angled her body toward Tegan’s. She wanted to feel close to her, to establish the right kind of connection for an open conversation, but Tegan kept herself largely facing forward. “You know he’s lying to you, right? His opening about being sick, the whole stomach-bug story. None of it was true.”
The muscles in Tegan’s jaw twitched. “No. Probably not.”
Brooke treaded lightly. “I’m not saying he’s never telling the truth. The stuff about his dad dipped into painfully raw territory, but there were other points he also edged right up to some narcissistic behavior.”
“You seriously think—”
Brooke held up her hand. “I’m not diagnosing, not by a long shot, and certainly not after one session, but I picked up on several red flags, and I think you did, too.”
“It was … a lot to think about. My brain’s been full.”
“It’s okay. Like I said, your instincts are fantastic. There was nothing there you couldn’t handle. You cued him beautifully with your own tone and body language. You slowed him down and pulled him back. I’m not sure there’s much I can tell you to add to your already impressive set of tools. I liked the way you stood your ground on the last question without giving in to his press for contention or letting him escalate.”
Tegan smiled slightly, but Brooke got the vague impression she was waiting for more, some other shoe to drop.
“Is there something specific you were hoping for in the way of feedback?”
“No.” She spoke slowly as if choosing her words carefully. “I’m open to anything you have to offer. I want to be good for all my clients, but the others are much easier to know.”
Brooke nodded. “I don’t think Tommy’s letting you see any coherently genuine version of himself. Maybe that’s deliberate, or maybe he doesn’t have a strong sense of self-awareness. He’s also clearly got something seething under the surface.”
Tegan’s brow furrowed, and for a second, it looked like she might argue, but instead she said, “He showed up, though. You said this session was a turning point, and he made the choice to show up.”
“True.” Brooke didn’t want to undercut her optimism, and at the same time, she didn’t want to undercut the challenges ahead, either. “It’s not impossible for people like Tommy to surprise us all. I’ve seen it. It’s breathtaking. But he’s the one who has to make the choice to dig deeper. He can’t be in this for quick fixes or a to-do list. It’s up to him to work on himself first if he wants to move toward being a better partner.”
“I suppose some of it’s up to Virginia, too. They both say they want to walk the path together.”
“Great point, and maybe it accounts for some of his resistance when facing questions on his own. I just know sometimes it’s hard for someone to truly know what they want in a relationship if they don’t have a good understanding of who they are. And of course, if you don’t know yourself, it’s hard to let someone else see you clearly.”
Tegan nodded. “I guess that’s part of my job for this week when I meet with Virginia. He surprised me. It’s possible she will, too.”
“I’m sure you’ll figure it out, but for what it’s worth, I don’t think it would hurt to ask her, without him there, what she’s hoping for. I’d be interested to see if the answer is different from his.”
Tegan gave a little hum of assent. “I wonder what she thinks of his capacity for change. She’s known him longer than either of us have.”
“Absolutely worth checking. And the same goes for her. If she sees herself becoming someone else to meet his needs, she’d be ahead of a great many people who only gain perspective with hindsight.” Her chest constricted as the statement pushed her a little further into personal territory than she’d wanted to go, and from the way Tegan finally shifted toward her, she’d heard it too.
“Did he hit too close to home?” Tegan asked.
“What?”
“His observation about neither of us wearing wedding rings.”
“Oh.” Brooke sat back, remembering that moment and trying to decide which parts of her recollection to bring to the forefront. “He didn’t offend me, or at least the comment didn’t, but the impulse rubbed me the wrong way.”
Tegan eased a little closer, the distance between them lessening in more than the physical sense. “How so?”
“I know I’m divorced. I know the process made me better at my job, and I’ve explained as much to clients who genuinely want to know, but Tommy didn’t ask out of authentic curiosity. He got agitated, and his first instinct was to try to make both of us feel less sure of ourselves.”
“It didn’t work for you.” Tegan smiled even as her cheeks grew a little pink. “The whole uterus response was rather emphatic.”
Brooke grimaced. “It’s not how I’d normally handle something like that in a session, but it wasn’t my session, and he’s not my client. I worried I should’ve stayed quiet.”
“No,” Tegan said quickly, if softly. “It was a good response, both from a logical standpoint and to defuse the tension.”
“I’m not sure it defused anything so much as put his attention on me, and, honestly, I’ve been worried you’re avoiding me because I crossed a line.” She hadn’t realized that fact fully until she’d said it, but with the words in the air between them, she held her breath as she watched a slew of emotions from surprise to concern to guilt and into compassion play across Tegan’s beautifully expressive features.
“Not at all.” She reached over and rested her hand on Brooke’s wrist, her touch warm and intimate. “I swear, whatever else is on my mind, or whatever I don’t know about Tommy or work or anything else for that matter, I’m a hundred percent certain you’ve never crossed a line with me, Brooke. Not last week, not ever.”
The words and the earnest force behind them caused her to release all the air she’d held in a little rush. She wasn’t sure what about her concerns had sparked such a vehement reaction. It seemed like more than a response to a question about a single comment, but whatever Tegan felt the need to convey in that moment, Brooke believed her.

“Things have certainly gotten worse over the last year. He’s always been impulsive. I used to like that about him, but now …” Virginia let the words trail off and hang in the space between them. Tegan held her gaze, trying to convey compassion and unwavering support, no matter how much a part of her longed to look at Robin, though she didn’t need to actually see her concern reflected in those dark eyes to trust it was there.
It wasn’t as if Virginia hadn’t already drawn a pretty clear picture. Like Tommy, she’d been a very different person in a session by herself, but unlike her husband, the tension she normally carried in her posture dissolved the moment the door had closed behind her. Tonight, she practically melted into the couch, then slowly curled in on herself as she all but admitted her bones ached from a state of hypervigilance. Once she’d started, though, she seemed too overwhelmed to decide where to turn next.
“And now the impulsiveness that used to seem fun seems, what?” Tegan asked. “Chaotic? Darker? Exhausting?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
“I don’t want to put words into your mouth.”
“Please do. All the words. I haven’t been able to find any of them. I sit quietly, watching and waiting.”
Tegan nodded. “We can figure them out together. I can make suggestions, and you can tell me what fits for you.”
“Okay.” Virginia took a shaky breath.
“Before we go any further, do you mind if I do a quick check-in with where you’re at emotionally?”
“Sure.”
“Do you feel safe?”
She nodded. “Safer than I have in a while, actually.”
Her heart twisted, but she kept her kindest smile in place. “Do you feel unsafe at home?”
Virginia pondered the question. “I don’t know about unsafe, so much as unstable or unsure.”
“Would you like to tell me more, or would it help if I asked specific questions?”
“He’s never hit me,” Virginia offered, “or even threatened to, if that’s what you’re worried about.”
“It’s always a baseline concern.” Tegan tried to keep her relief at bay, so she had the emotional space to be present for Virginia, but it felt a little sickening to have to worry Tommy might’ve failed to hurdle such a low bar as physical violence. Three weeks ago, she would’ve found the idea absurd, and even after Brooke all but accused him of being dangerous, she’d had a hard time imagining such a thing.
“I don’t think he’d ever purposely make me afraid of him. He does still want to be good, but it’s like the good parts of him are getting farther and farther away. He drinks all the time, and he’s basically stopped applying for new jobs, even though the one he has is beneath him. I don’t even know if he knows what he’s thinking most of the time, but he says he doesn’t feel like a man.”
“And how do you feel?”
“Oh.” Virginia seemed to have never considered the question, leaving Tegan to wonder how long it had been since anyone had seriously considered her feelings.
“I don’t think money was ever something I considered in loving him. We were kids when we met. He didn’t have a job then, you know?”
Tegan smiled sadly. “That’s a good insight. Have you ever mentioned it to him?”
“I’ve said similar things, but I’m not sure my opinion matters much. He’s angry all the time. Even when he’s happy or sorry or sad, there’s always anger underneath the surface, and deep down, I think he’s scared, but I’m scared, too.”
“Fear is powerful, and it often presents as anger,” Tegan affirmed. “Like shame, it can sometimes lose its power when you invite it out into the light and begin to examine it more closely. What specifically does your mind latch onto when fear wells up in you?”
Virginia shifted on the couch slightly, and Tegan leaned forward, inviting introspection as openly and soothingly as possible. Robin stayed remarkably still in her periphery, another affirmation of the seriousness of the conversation.
“Like I said, he’s never even threatened to hit me, but lately he’s starting to feel like the type of person who could. And I know it would kill him. He punched a wall after he came home from his last session with you.”
Tegan’s sharp intake of breath sounded louder in the quiet room than she would’ve liked, but Virginia either didn’t register her shock or found it appropriate.
“He wouldn’t talk to me about it,” Virginia continued, “and I didn’t push, because a part of me didn’t care. God, isn’t that horrible?”
“No,” Tegan said softly. “You’re in protective mode. It’s natural for your brain to shut down some empathy responses or curiosity in a situation to focus resources on things like safety and self-preservation.”
“It makes sense.” Virginia nodded. “I can’t spend my energy helping him when I need help myself.”
“Absolutely. His work is for him to do. Your work is to figure out who you are and what you need in this situation, independent of his needs.”
“I don’t know if I can.” Virginia pushed back for the first time ever, and Tegan didn’t find the timing a coincidence.
“Do you believe you have a right to set your own boundaries and limitations in this relationship?”
“I guess.” The words were said without conviction, and Tegan let them hang for a moment until Virginia grew uncomfortable in the silence. “I’ve never thought about it. I only really think about staying or going.”
“It’s understandable to look at concrete choices, or even ache for them amid so much uncertainty, and at the same time, there’s a million different options between accepting everything on someone else’s terms and ending the relationship completely.”
Virginia pressed her lips together in a thin, white line.
“Whose voice are you hearing in your brain right now?” Tegan asked gently.
“He’s trying,” Virginia said.
“Tommy’s trying?”
She nodded. “He tells me all the time, and I see it, too. He’s come here and he’s talked to you, and he’s trying to show you this version of himself he wants to be.”
Tegan remembered Brooke’s words about Tommy not letting her see him clearly, either deliberately or because he lacked the necessary self-awareness. “Do you think it’s an act?”
“No. I believe he wants to be a good husband, a good man. Sometimes he does his best, but his best is a mess right now, and it doesn’t seem right to want to leave him for that.”
“Do you want to leave him?”
“Sometimes.” Her voice cracked. “Other times I remember the boy I fell in love with, and I miss him so much it hurts.”
“It’s okay to hold space for multiple hopes and fears at once.”
“I do. I have all of these things inside me. Dreams and memories and love and resentment, and I feel guilty for not believing in him, but then I feel like maybe I don’t even really know him.”
Brooke’s words came roaring back again, and Tegan tightened her jaw against the impulse to kick herself for missing so many signs she’d clearly seen.
“I wonder if I fell in love with an idea, or some version of him he wants to be real, but just isn’t. I wanted him so much when I was younger, I overlooked a lot of things, and he probably did the same with me. I think he resents me for not playing along anymore, whereas I want to know the truth. If the man I thought I fell in love with isn’t real, I want to know sooner rather than later.”
Tegan sat back, the blow of the comment hitting her square in the chest. Not just the echo of Brooke’s words, but Jennifer’s, too. Had Brooke seen it coming because she was a better therapist, or because she’d been there before? Was it a pattern in relationship work, or a pattern in their own lives? Or both?
“Virginia.” She started slowly, pulling herself back into the present as much as she possibly could. “You’re doing tremendous emotional work on your own. You need the space and safety to give voice to things you’ve probably had in your head and on your heart for a long time.”
Virginia shrugged. “Maybe.”
“It won’t stop when the session ends. You’ve given air and daylight to things you’ve previously kept sealed up and tucked away. Don’t be surprised if they feel bigger now.”
“They already felt pretty big.”
“I believe you,” Tegan said firmly, “about everything. And I want to make sure you’re kind and gentle with yourself as you sit with these ideas out in the open. I also want to make sure you’re safe.”
“Thank you.”
“The timing is quite terrible, but I’ll be out of town the latter half of next week.”
“It’s okay. You told us a couple weeks ago we wouldn’t have a session. I think Tommy’s looking forward to the time off.”
“And you don’t need to rush into any decisions,” Tegan agreed. “You’ve given yourself a lot to think about. Sometimes it’s good to sit with new awareness. Let yourself notice. Let yourself feel. I get the sense you haven’t allowed yourself to do that often. You can take the next two weeks and note when you feel hopeful or sad, when you’re holding your breath, and when you let it go. We can talk through your observations together.”
She snorted softly. “He won’t like that.”
“We don’t have to like every part of the process in order to stay in it, but I also want you to know you don’t have to stay in any situation that doesn’t feel safe or authentic or even fitting for you. You’re allowed to set boundaries, and you’re allowed to leave when they aren’t respected.”
Robin began to write something on her pad, and Virginia glanced up as if she’d forgotten she was there. Tegan had never for a second been unaware of her quiet support, but the movement did catch her attention, and she waited until Robin ripped the piece of paper from its place and passed it over.
“Ah, my friend here is a mind reader.” She glanced at the note before passing it to Virginia. “There’s the number for the domestic violence hotline, and one for a safe shelter, and one for my supervisor, Gillian, who will be on call while Robin and I are away next week. You haven’t met Gillian yet, but she’s amazing, and she’s been at this a lot longer than I have. She’ll be able to provide you with care and resources in the community if you need them.”
Virginia’s expression turned a little grim as she surveyed the numbers. “Thank you.”
“It doesn’t mean you’ll need them,” Tegan said gently. “Sometimes it helps you feel stronger to know you have options available.”
“It does,” Virginia said, her voice a little more sure. “And I wouldn’t need a shelter. I could go to my parents. A part of them would be thrilled, and Tommy would never bother me there. I only worry about what sort of destruction he’d do to himself in the meantime.”
“That’s a choice he would make, or not.” Tegan said the words evenly enough, even as her stomach churned. She wanted to remain optimistic, both for them as individuals, and, even with all the evidence before her, for their relationship. The work before them was hard, and maybe neither of them was ready to commit to it, but a part of her, maybe a selfish part, needed to believe they could both still make good choices. “People can surprise us, and sometimes we surprise even ourselves.”
Virginia smiled weakly and stood. “I’ve had a lot of depressing surprises. I think I’m about due for a good one. I hadn’t ever thought of surprising myself.”
Tegan didn’t know if she should feel grateful or a little ashamed Virginia had to be the one to offer the most comforting sentiment of the session, but she accepted the gift and hoped it struck a chord with the woman who’d delivered it as she watched her tuck Robin’s note in her pocket.
She watched her walk all the way down the hall, a part of her wanting to call her back to say she was sorry for not doing more sooner, to offer to do more now, to call off her vacation and … what?
“Wanna go get a drink?” Robin asked in her usual voice volume, causing Tegan to nearly jump out of her skin.
“Whoa.” Robin caught hold of her firmly. “Forgot I was here?”
“Not exactly, I …”
“Diverted all your power toward the front deflector shields?”
She smiled, in spite of the roiling inside her. “Maybe.”
“Good.” Robin clasped a hand on her shoulders. “I’m glad you had the capacity to do so. It’s a big ask. The whole session was a big ask, buddy.”
“Yeah.” She rubbed her forehead as if she could massage out the worry lines being etched there.
“You did a bangin’ job of navigating heavy shit.”
“Thanks.” She eased back onto the arm of her chair.
“I’m serious. You got unloaded on. She dumped a ton of stuff she’s been carrying for so long.”
“But, should she have been carrying it for so long without my realizing?”
“The guilt and shame kicking in? Why don’t we lock them in the office and go hit up Ambush for some fatty food and let some women buy us drinks?”
She snorted softly. “What makes you think women would buy us drinks?”
“Don’t they always?”
Tegan stared at her, finally letting her face come into focus, her dark eyes, the shaggy mop of perfectly tousled hair, the cocky curl of glossed lips. “Of course they do.”
“There you are.” Robin’s smile spread. “Welcome back. And for what’s it’s worth, you can only know what they tell you.”
She shook her head. “Brooke knew.”
“She didn’t,” Robin said emphatically. “She’s unnaturally observant, while we mere mortals can only watch and learn, but none of us ever get to know another person until they let us.”
The truth of the words soothed at least the intellectual concern that she should’ve seen more or done more, but Robin’s bits of wisdom didn’t break the surface deep enough to ease the burn she felt at remembering how she’d all but accused Brooke of projecting.
She covered her face with her hands completely and stifled the urge to scream into them. She’d been naïvely oblivious, almost willfully so, and Brooke had let her. Brooke had done so quietly, patiently, professionally.
God, Brooke had held her own personal feelings and attraction and whatever impulses had led her to write that note in check all this time so she could be there for Tegan. She’d showed up and offered insights and gentle grace, and Tegan had still chosen to blithely hold onto petty optimism.
“There you go again.” Robin waved a hand in front of Tegan’s face. “Come back T-Rex.”
“T-Rex?” she blinked a few times. “That’s a new one.”
“I’ve been saving it for a time when I needed it.”
“And tonight’s the night, huh?”
“Guess so, since it doesn’t seem like you’re going to let me get you sloshed.”
“Can I take a rain check?”
“You bet. We’ve got a grand adventure planned for next week. I’m adding ‘Get Tegan Wasted’ to my conference to-do list. Extra points if we can get Brooke tipsy, too.”
Her stomach threatened to rebel outright at the idea, but she forced a smile in the hopes they could wrap this up and she could crawl under her own covers before any other thoughts or images had the chance to overwhelm her.
“Don’t tell Gillian, okay?” Robin nudged her shoulder.
“I won’t,” she said readily enough.
Of all the conversations she’d had, or should have with Gillian, Robin’s plans to get them inebriated ranked low on the list.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
“I’m sorry, Robin what?” Brooke had heard Gillian’s words, but she couldn’t make them make sense.
“She fell off the monkey bars in Delaware Park.” Gillian glanced down at the note on her desk. “Apparently the ones close to Hoyt Lake.”
“Sure, yeah. I know those,” she said, as if understanding which monkey bars Robin had fallen off was the part of the story she needed cleared up.
Gillian sighed. “She was dressed as Catwoman for Halloween.”
“I saw the pictures. You have to admit, she made the look work for her.”
“She always does, but apparently the catlike resemblance ends on the surface level, because she didn’t land on her feet.”
“Okay, so she didn’t fall so much as tried to jump off the monkey bars, right?”
“Right onto her radius bone.” Gillian shook her head. “How is this my life? One of my therapists, a grown-ass adult, dressed up like a cat and jumped off a playground feature, breaking her arm, which is absurd enough without taking into account the secondary conflict.”
Brooke blew out a slow breath as the pieces fell into place. “She’s not going to Boston.”
“No. She’s in a splint for a couple of days basically on bed rest. As soon as the swelling goes down, she’ll have a hard cast put on.”
She grimaced, and not just in sympathy for Robin. “Which leaves you to navigate the logistics of letting me and Tegan go on a multiday, multistate road trip without a chaperone.”
Gillian pinched her nose. “Let’s dial back a bit, because there’s no letting. I’m your friend and her supervisor, and literally no one’s mother. I’m not granting or withholding permission for the two of you to travel to a conference on your scheduled time off, but do I have concerns? Yes, I very much do.”
“In that case, I do, too,” she admitted, and saying the words aloud helped defuse some of the tension starting to simmer inside her. “If you don’t want us to go, I’ll honor your assessment.”
“First of all, thank you. That actually makes me feel better, and secondly, oh hell no, you aren’t pushing this off on me.”
Brooke laughed. “Way to hold space for all the things.”
“So many things.” Gillian finally cracked a smile. “The two of you, God, you’re both so freaking good, and I adore you both. You know this, right?”
“But you adore me more.”
“Obviously.” Gillian rolled her eyes playfully. “I want you to go and have a great time and be comfortable and get recharged and learn amazing things to bring back and teach us all.”
“But?”
“And … and I want you to not be in a situation where you feel raw or without resources or overwhelmed enough to make a decision you’ll regret later, because I know you. You want so badly to do the right thing in any given situation, it eats you alive.”
She opened her mouth to argue, but didn’t have any rebuttal.
“And you know the right thing here,” Gillian continued. “From a professional, ethical standpoint it’s clear-cut. But the more you’re around her, the more you learn to lean on each other, the more it feels like you’re sparking matches next to piles of paper.”
“We’re managing,” Brooke said slowly, trying not to remember her little lapse in judgment while in session with Tegan.
“You are,” Gillian said, her voice kind. “She slept on your couch. You did co-therapy. You’re hurdling mountains together. Nothing about the idea of your chatting with her over coffee or putting your heads together about a client even makes my stomach twinge anymore.”
“I’m not sure if I should say ‘sorry’ or ‘you’re welcome’ at this point.”
“Me, either, which is what makes the thought of sending the two of you on a business-sponsored road trip feel simultaneously really easy and really stupid. I’m ultimately not making the call. I’m letting you know I see the ways in which it’s a potential problem and the ways it isn’t.”
“Can I say I hear that, and I get it, deeply.”
“You can, but I hope you also have something else to offer me.”
“Okay.” She thought for a second and listened to her body. “Let’s walk through the facts. Tegan and I have both registered for a work event. We’ve booked separate hotel rooms. In one sense, it’s no different than working together in the office. We might end up in the same presentations a time or two, but we’ll also have our own things to tend to, and we will both have our own spaces to retreat to.”
Gillian nodded. “Working together in Boston for a few days isn’t significantly different from working together in Buffalo.”
“And, honestly, we’re probably significantly less likely to end up in weird social situations without Robin there than if she were playing the role of ringleader.”
“I like that point even more. You’re appeasing the boss side of me quite a bit.”
“What about the friend side?”
“The best friend in me wonders about the prospect of roughly fourteen hours in the car together round trip.”
A hint of defensiveness pinged inside her brain. “I’m sure I can be trusted to keep my eyes on the road while driving.”
“I’m not suggesting you’re incapable of physical restraint. Let’s cut the crap right here, boss hat completely off. You like her, and I worry about the emotional toll all that magnificent restraint takes on you as a person. It feels like torture.”
“Torture’s a bit much.”
“If you handed me a case study about a woman who’d slept with a colleague she admired and felt protective of and was immensely attracted to, but was committed to respecting and supporting professionally, then decided to take a trip all the while swallowing every one of her personal feelings for hours of one-on-one time with said colleague, I’d say that behavior borders on emotional self-harm.”
“Wow, way to take your boss hat off completely.”
“I said boss hat, not therapist hat. Now, tell me I’m wrong.”
“What?”
“You laid all my professional concerns to rest. Now, do the same thing on a personal level and tell me why I don’t have any reason to worry my best friend isn’t a total glutton for punishment for wanting to push through with this plan.”
She rolled out her neck and placed a hand atop her now fully clenched stomach. “I can’t. There’s no way I can promise that much time alone with Tegan won’t be hard in a lot of ways. Sitting beside her at dinner is sometimes hard. Waking up to her on my couch was hard. Seeing her at the coffeepot all bleary-eyed in the mornings around here is always a little hard on my heart. Is that what you want to hear?”
“No, and also yes.” Everything about Gillian softened. “This sucks.”
“It doesn’t. In many ways, everything has changed since the first morning, but the most important one hasn’t. Knowing her better has only affirmed my initial instincts to give her all the space and support she needs to keep growing into the amazing woman she’s already becoming.”
“It all sounds very noble, but you already slept with the woman you’re talking about. You’re not a neutral party.”
“Nope. I can admit that now, but as you said a few minutes ago, I desperately want to do the right thing, and that’s not ripping me apart, it’s holding me together. It feels good to be her friend, to be her colleague, to be a trusted voice.”
“And the attraction?”
“Still ever-present, but now it’s part of a bigger picture with context and nuance and depth. I can handle it.”
Gillian nodded. “Do you know you deserve better than just handling things, or managing the stress, or working to compartmentalize the meaningful relationships in your life?”
“Oh, friend.” She laughed. “Do you want to open that particular can of worms with the one person in your life who can turn it back around on you?”
“Maybe.” Gillian sat back. “Someday. Not today.”
“Where’s that leave us?”
“I think it leaves us with one thing left to do.”
“What’s that?”
“Call Tegan in here … again.”

Tegan stared out the window of Brooke’s Honda Civic as the New York State Thruway carried them farther and farther from Buffalo. The last sign she’d noticed indicated they’d passed Rochester, but she wasn’t sure how long ago as she’d zoned out, lost in the mental replay of her earlier conversation with Gillian and Brooke.
Of course she’d decided to come on the trip. She’d shown up to the office with four days’ worth of her cutest professional outfits tucked neatly into a carry-on suitcase. Was she supposed to walk in there and tell her boss, “No ma’am, I don’t think I can trust myself to be alone with your employee-slash-best-friend since I grossly violated her privacy and read her personal notes without her consent, so now I’m fixated on the fact that she thinks I have beautiful hands, and avoided her right up to the point where I refused to accept her totally spot-on assessment of a client?”
No, that particular stream of consciousness was best kept as an internal monologue, which she’d kept reciting for hours in between Brooke’s valiant attempts to make light conversation or let Tegan play the role of car DJ.
Fucking Robin and her escapades. They should’ve been playing Truth or Dare or some other wildly silly and poignant car game by this point. She snorted softly, causing Brooke to turn toward her in the sepia light of an autumn afternoon.
“Sorry, I was thinking about what conversational hoops Robin would have us jumping through by now if she were in the back seat.”
Brooke’s lips curled up. “Two Truths and a Lie?”
“Marry, Date, Kill?”
“Except she wouldn’t say ‘date,’” Brooke said. “How about Never Have I Ever?”
“A personal favorite,” Tegan admitted.
“Really?”
“Yes, I always win because I’ve never ever done most things.”
“Then it would be a race to the bottom, because I always win.”
“So, the two of us would sit there while Robin drank and told wild stories of past adventures?”
Brooke’s smile spread. “Sounds like a lot of times she and I have gone out together, but I’ve never failed to have fun.”
“I can try to channel her chaotic good vibes for you, but it’s not my natural state.” Tegan glanced out the window at the last burst of fall colors clinging to the most stubborn trees. “I know I’m not exactly keeping up the rights and responsibilities of the passenger seat.”
“I didn’t know there was a job description per seat. I hope I’m doing mine.”
“So far, so good.” Tegan shifted her body more to face her. “This right here is top-notch driver’s seat behavior. You must a) drive the car, b) stay awake, and c) keep us alive.”
“Those do sound important.”
“Which is why your rights are to tell passengers when they can and cannot stop to pee or eat. You also have the right to veto any music choices that don’t please you.”
“Sounds rather dictatorial.”
“You can be a kind and generous ruler, but you hold everyone else’s life in your hands, so you deserve perks.”
“Like picking the conversation games?”
“Sure, or delegating the task to others, but remember, I’m a sad imposter for Robin, so while you might wish for a wild tale to spice up the five hours left to go, I cannot give what I do not possess.”
“What a poetic way of dodging responsibility.”
“Not dodging, truth in advertising. I’ve been sitting here for the last hour trying to think of some safe and appropriate road-trip topics and coming up empty.”
“’Cause Gillian scared the crap out of you this morning with her work-mode talk?”
Tegan stared at her a little wide-eyed. “Calling it out right there?”
“Only because I’m hoping I’m not alone. I want to ask things, to chat, to make this feel less weird, but also not to pressure you.”
“Brooke.” She sighed. “Stop, please, you’ve never ever pressured me. It’s not who you are. You can ask anything, and I’ll answer, but it’ll be boring.”
Brooke made a funny little noise halfway between a harrumph and a laugh. “I could think of a million words to describe our various interactions without ever getting too boring. What if I’ve been over here thinking how little I know about your life outside of the last five months, and even within those months, I mostly know about work, whereas you know everything about my past, my friends, my relationship histories, and what I look like while I’m sick.”
“Not as bad as you might expect.” Tegan tried to add a little levity, not sure where this was headed. “You barely mussed your hair.”
“Which doesn’t change the fact that you’ve been introduced to my high school best friend turned ex-husband’s now ex-wife, and I only know the name of one person in your life not working at our office.”
“Only because no one from where I grew up has any chance of bumping into us at Bisons games.”
“I don’t even know where you grew up.”
“We moved around a bit, mostly small industrial towns between Binghamton and Scranton. Never a city, though, which is another reason you’d never run into them. It’s kind of a world away.”
“Is that why you haven’t talked about your origin story?”
“You’re watching it. The first meeting, you all went around and talked about how you ended up working together, but that was my start.”
“The start of your career, but not what brought you here.”
“Before this was only school and working odd jobs, the boring stuff I alluded to.”
“Okay,” Brooke said calmly, “but just so you know, this is what I mean about not wanting to pressure you. I respect your right not to answer.”
“Shit.” Tegan shook her head. “I’m not dodging, not purposefully, anyway. Old habits, maybe, but I don’t love to talk about where I came from because I still don’t feel like I’ve come far enough, or as far as I’d like, anyway.”
Brooke waited, glancing over for a second, eyes patient and affirming, before turning back toward the road.
The brief connection took Tegan’s blood pressure down several ticks, and she spoke without overthinking. “My parents are blue-collar, or even no collar. My dad did factory work when he could, but sometimes he worked construction. We never went hungry, but things were hard and insecure. He often overlapped two jobs at once to help fill gaps, and my mom cleaned houses or waited tables. They did their best for my older brother and me.”
Brooke nodded slowly, giving every sense she was listening without any intention of interrupting.
“They didn’t have a lot of tools emotionally. They were as involved as they could be. I think they liked being parents. We were certainly their entertainment. They came to our T-ball games and school plays, and they told us to do our homework although they weren’t equipped to help, and when I struggled a bit in my classes, they handed down a lot of the stuff they’d had passed on to them.”
“Like what?”
“You know, ‘power through, pull yourself up by your bootstraps, work harder, buckle down.’ It was their work ethic, the thing keeping their chins above water. Do more, take on an extra shift, put your back into it. I tried, but I was always a little softer than they would’ve liked. I had what I now know was anxiety from a pretty young age, but I think they read it as weakness. I got mocked a bit, called a ‘nervous Nelly,’ got told to toughen up. They wanted to help, and they were trying to hand down a mentality they believed served them, but it was sort of dysfunctional.”
She took a deep breath, purposely expanding her lungs to stretch out the tight band of tension constricting her chest. “Anyway, I went to a community college, then a small but liberal university, one good enough to begin exposing me to new ideas, and my world opened up. I read voraciously, took all the random classes like non-Western literature, philosophy, and economics. I became the annoying student who always raised her hand even two minutes before class ended and made everyone who wanted to go home groan.”
Brooke smiled at her. “Me too. The second time around, not the first.”
“We would’ve gotten along then, too, but the more I learned, the more insecure I felt about what I didn’t know. Most of my classmates came to college more prepared, intellectually and emotionally. Their parents helped them register for classes and find books. Some of them had already read about things like Marxism, or their high schools had offered Advanced Placement psych classes. I was working twice as hard to get to where they started, and I had to fight to hold my panic at bay because I’d gotten this glimpse of a better life, and I didn’t want to end up living the way I was raised, which also made me feel guilty.”
“Guilty for wanting a better life?”
“My family didn’t understand. I’d slipped further away each time I went home. They weren’t rude, but they clearly thought I was silly. My brother had graduated from high school and secured what they considered a good factory job, making what they considered good money, where I chose to lose money on a type of schooling none of them valued. They asked if I wanted to be a doctor or a lawyer or a teacher. Those were the only options they knew of, and when I said no, they seemed almost bewildered. I started to feel out of place at home and out of place at school, until one day I broke down in a professor’s office. It was horrifying. I cried, I shook, I told him I didn’t understand what he was talking about, but please don’t make me go home, because if I had more time, I could ‘power through some Aristotle.’”
“Oh, Tegan.” Brooke said her name with so much compassion, she almost felt like the sad, scared kid she used to be. What she would’ve given to know Brooke then. The thought surprised her, and her cheeks warmed at the flood of images her brain suggested of what she might’ve done with Brooke if they’d met ten years ago.
“What did your professor say?”
“He said Aristotle could not be ‘powered through,’ and education wasn’t something a person should have to grit their teeth and fight upstream against. He gently explained that the university had resources for first-generation students, which was news to me because I didn’t even know there was a term for people like me, and I didn’t know how to ask for something I didn’t know existed.”
“That’s profound.”
“I felt stupid, and I said as much, which is when he personally walked me over to the counseling center.”
Brooke gave a little fist pump. “You have to give me his name and address at some point so I can personally write him a thank-you card.”
She laughed lightly. “I still send him Christmas cards. The counselor, too. Everything got better after that. Well, not everything, but school and my sense of self. I got all these coping tools my classmates had possessed all along, but my weekly therapy sessions became my favorite class. I was like a religious convert, a zealous therapy evangelist, telling everyone I met they needed therapy. Everyone did.”
Now Brooke laughed. “I love the image of you preaching that message to people in the dining hall.”
“I did! Much to the chagrin of my roommate and all her friends, until one of them suggested maybe I join the Psychology Club. Mind blown again. I didn’t know there was a psych club, but when I found it, well, that’s the story of how I came to the profession.”
“And then did your parents understand the schooling a little better since you had a job attached to it?”
The question hit her squarely in the heart, and for a second, all she could say was, “No.”
Brooke pressed her lips together and waited, ever the patient listener.
Tegan appreciated the time to collect herself amid the storm of emotions she still felt as she remembered the unraveling. “My parents, they were struggling, and I only wanted to help them, but they didn’t appreciate all the therapy talk. They were increasingly annoyed with my choice not to be working, and the ideas I brought home only created more friction. When I’d mention things I talked about in therapy, it sparked resentment. They didn’t like the idea of me going off to a fancy school and spending my time boo-hooing to a stranger about family business. Nothing I said could make them see the process as anything more than whining and telling tales that should’ve been private.”
Brooke reached across the console, a little gesture, an opening, and Tegan took it, intertwining their fingers as she tightened her jaw in preparation to unload the rest of the story.
“Soon it became accusations I was getting too full of myself. Did I think I was better than them? What right did I have to turn up my nose at the life they gave me? It was confusing and hard because I knew, deep down, they’d done their best. They weren’t bad people, but they clung to the insecurities and resentment I’d worked hard to let go of. I tried to model the emotional awareness, mindfulness, grace, and introspection I was learning, but the more I did, the more backlash I faced, until they were openly mocking me. The more progressive I became, the more conservative they got, and toxicity that had probably always hovered below the surface roared up. Then I came out.”
Brooke squeezed her hand, offering support as she gave her the space to remember.
“There wasn’t a blowup. They’d already given up on me by that point, but the silence made it official. The next time they moved, I got a box of my stuff in the mail with a note giving me my brother’s new address, not my parents’.”
Brooke shook her head. “I don’t know how any parent could do that.”
“I think they felt as abandoned by me as I did by them. I truly believe they thought I’d rejected them. I did see them at my brother’s wedding about a year later. They weren’t horrible. My mom gave me a hug. My brother asked if I was still in school to become a shrink.” She gave a bitter little laugh. “His new wife asked if I’d get rich like real doctors.”
Brooke laughed a bit, and the sound soothed Tegan.
“At the end of the night, I went my own way again, and they let me as much as I let them. Ironically, after graduation I did go back to living a life they’d understand, working two jobs, living in precarious conditions, but eventually I got a scholarship to grad school at SUNY Oneonta. I worked on campus during the day and waited tables at night. I moved through slowly, but, with the exception of a semester off to build up my bank account, I hit my stride.”
“Gillian told us you were the top of your class.”
“I didn’t graduate with the class I started with, so I always found the distinction dubious, but my time there affirmed the choices I’d made, and I learned to value different things about myself.”
“Like what?” Brooke nodded, and Tegan realized she was guiding her away from the darkness and into a brighter version of herself.
“For the first time, my empathy wasn’t seen as a weak spot, and people affirmed that being a good listener wasn’t doing nothing. My professors and my classmates helped me find a lot of value in the things my family made me feel bad for, and doing the work every day gave me a purpose to replace the need to slog through.” She smiled a little bit, enjoying the stretch of her face. “When I made it to Buffalo, it all felt so far away, except for the poverty part, which is ever-present, but I live in a city and I walk to work, and I’ve got clients who challenge me, sometimes too much, but that’s a different story, and I have colleagues who keep saying nice things to me and taking me out to throw axes and giving me breakfast for dinner.”
Brooke grinned at her for a second, and the smile didn’t fade even as she turned back to face the road. “And we value your resilience and skill. I’m sorry you didn’t have that all along.”
“Me too,” she admitted with a hint of sadness, “but we’re all doing the best we can. Their best is different than my best, and I probably would’ve crashed out from the pressure of juggling school and work and financial strain if not for the example they set, so in a way, I took the core of their beliefs and applied them to my own value set.”
Brooke turned to look at Tegan a little longer this time, and with more searching in her blue eyes. “You must’ve done remarkable work to be able to believe that.”
She chuckled a bit nervously. “Not really. I believe in the inherent goodness of people, and it’s not hard when you take the time to know them.”
Brooke made a little noise in the back of her throat that didn’t give much away.
“You disagree?”
“Not usually,” she said, “but right now, yeah I’m having a hard time seeing the goodness in a person who had the chance to know you, to love you, to see you grow into the amazing woman and therapist you are today, and instead chose to let you go.”
This time the catch in Tegan’s chest didn’t feel nearly as painful or tight. It pushed outward from the inside, like her heart needed more space to accommodate its fullness.
“Sorry.” Brooke started to remove her hand. “I shouldn’t contradict the peace and the grace you’ve found for them.”
“No.” She held on a little tighter. “You can. I mean, I don’t know, maybe there’s room for both?”
She arched an eyebrow. “Both?”
“I’ve worked hard to see them and accept them for who they are, but I guess I, um, I never got the same in return. It’s kind of nice to have someone see and accept me for who I am, or at least think I might be worth the effort of getting to know in my fullness, too.”
Brooke’s chest rose and fell dramatically a time or two, and for a second, Tegan worried she’d gone too far or asked too much, but when their eyes met again, all the fear evaporated. She’d seen enough people on the brink of backing away from her, and Brooke, with her intense blue gaze, her pink cheeks, her lips slightly parted, looked very much the opposite.
“Thank you,” Brooke finally said, her voice slightly strained, “for letting me be one of the people who gets to see you more fully.”
“Thank you for being one of the people who wanted to, and for that matter, thank you for staying around and letting me stay around long enough to show you. I know it wasn’t an easy choice. This morning proved it’s still not an easy road.”
Brooke sighed, but it sounded happy rather than exasperated this time. “No, but today also proves the easiest choice isn’t always the right one.”



CHAPTER TWENTY
Brooke shook her head so hard her martini sloshed too close to the rim of her glass. “You really are a superstar student, aren’t you?”
“What?” Tegan laughed. “I like to learn.”
“Apparently that extends to math. I wasn’t even sure you could walk out of here with so many hours of continuing education credits. We’ve been here only a few days.”
“I came in inspired. I’m leaving inspired.”
“I’m leaving exhausted.” Brooke stifled a yawn. She felt like she’d been running for sixty hours solid, and yet her schedule paled in comparison to Tegan’s, who seemed to always be in at least two sessions at once. They’d met for coffee every morning and dinner the first night, but she’d lost track of her for long periods in between, which would probably make Gillian happy, but now that they were back together trading notes at the hotel bar, Brooke couldn’t deny she’d missed her.
“Teegs!” someone called from the lobby, and they both turned to see an impeccably dressed young man weaving his way through a small cluster of tables.
“Graham!” Tegan hopped off her high-backed barstool to hug him tightly. “You look fantastic!”
“As always.” He gave a little twirl, showing off his ankle-length black coat over a fuchsia dress shirt. Then he took her hand and spun her, too. “So do you. God, you haven’t aged a day in what, like, six years?”
“Four, thanks, but it does feel longer sometimes. What are you up to?”
“Oh, you know, living the dream. I have a private practice in Brooklyn. Hustle all day, shine all night.”
“I don’t doubt it.” She beamed at him, and Brooke relished the chance to see her smile completely unencumbered.
“What about you? What’s new? Who’s this?” He turned to Brooke. “Business or pleasure at the bar tonight, ladies?”
Tegan’s face colored. “This is my colleague, Brooke. Brooke, this is Graham. We met my first year of grad school.”
He shook her hand, eyes still surveying her a little bit. “So, business then? Sorry if I seem disappointed. I was hoping this one wasn’t still working so much. By the way, where are you working?”
“Buffalo.”
Graham shivered. “Sounds … chilly.”
Tegan laughed. “I wouldn’t know. It’s my first year. I’m still pre-licensure.”
He tilted his head slightly to the side as if trying to make sense of the news.
“I took the long way around.” Tegan’s smile didn’t fade completely, but it didn’t reach her eyes anymore.
“Of course you did.” He laughed. “If you’re going to be the star student, you might as well milk the college life a bit.”
“Something like that.”
“Whew, pre-licensure. I do not miss all the extra hoops and lower pay. Bless you, child.”
She shook her head. “Even the lower pay feels better than grad school and internship.”
“I’d drink to that, but I’m actually off to meet a guy at a place to do a thing, or several things if dinner goes well.”
“I’d expect nothing less.”
“You could get yourself a little conference sidepiece. You’ve always been a total snack. What happens in Boston stays in Boston.” He nudged Tegan, then turned to Brooke. “Oh God, you’re not her supervisor, are you?”
She shook her head. “I am not.”
“Good.” He winked. “Then I hope you get some, too.”
“Wow, good to see you, Graham.” Tegan gave him a quick hug. “You better get off to your undoubtedly superhot date.”
He practically cackled. “You’re fun to play with. Call me if you’re ever in New York.”
“Same if you come to Buffalo.”
“Sure, I plan to be up there when hell freezes over.” He gave her an air kiss on each cheek. “Or not, because shit will probably freeze over for you any day now.”
He walked away, still chuckling at his own joke, and Tegan toppled back into her seat.
“He’s a whirlwind.” Brooke nudged Tegan’s glass of red wine toward her.
She accepted it and sipped, scrunching up her nose slightly.
“Sorry, they don’t have any strawberry daiquiris.”
“I know.” Tegan frowned slightly. “We’re in a classy joint. I have to drink grown-up drinks even if it makes my tongue feel all dry and gross, because I’m a grown-up, no matter how I feel every time I run into one of my former classmates.”
“Hey,” Brooke said softly, “you’re not behind.”
“Yeah.”
“A ton of therapists come to the work much later than you. It’s probably, more often than not, a second career.”
“But that’s the thing. All the older people in my continuing education sessions had all been teachers or pastors or businesswomen. And all the people at my stage of the career are, like, twelve years old.”
Brooke shook her head but didn’t argue.
“The thing is, I don’t even feel the way Graham felt about pre-licensure. I’ve loved every single step along the way. Most of the time I don’t even think about it until I see people I started with.”
“And they feel so much further along,” Brooke supplied, trying not to soak up her sadness.
“I meant what I said. Even the low pay is better than what I’m used to, but it would not sustain a life of fancy coats and Brooklyn apartments. I’m still eating mac and cheese out of a box at least once a week.”
Brooke grimaced and made a mental note to send the Take-Out Tuesday leftovers home with her more often.
“Even that doesn’t bother me as much as being faced daily with all the things I still don’t know.”
“Pause there.” Brooke sat forward and placed a hand on her forearm. “I’ve been at this more than ten years, and there are things you seem to intuit that I don’t.”
“No. You’re so freaking good. It’s scary how well you read people. Did Robin tell you about Virginia?”
“She mentioned it was a rough session and left it there because we all have rough sessions. You and I only met the first night because I’d had a series of terrible sessions.”
“Yeah, but I had this one because I missed all the cues you picked up on. I missed them even when you told me to look for them. That’s the kind of feeling keeping me awake at night. And I’m sorry, by the way, because while I’m in self-flagellation mode, I should’ve handled our conversation better, too.”
“I don’t even know which conversation you’re alluding to, and it doesn’t matter because we’re not spending our last night in Boston in self-flagellation mode.”
“We’re not?”
Brooke downed the last swig of her drink and stood. Pulling on her coat, she snagged Tegan’s from the back of her chair and held it out for her to slip into. “Leave the wine. You don’t like it.”
Tegan gave a little whimper. “I really don’t. Where are we going?”
“I have no idea, but you and I always manage to figure things out.”
Within minutes, they were strolling down Beacon Street along the edge of Boston Common.
“Have you been here before?” Tegan asked.
“Yes.” She wanted to leave it there, but she could feel Tegan’s eyes on her in the golden streetlight of dusk. “Only for a couple of days a long time ago … on my honeymoon.”
“Oh shit.”
“Right?” She laughed. “I swear, until a couple of months ago, I’d gone years without thinking about that time in my life. It was so far in the rearview, I could’ve barely made it out if I tried.”
“You know what they say, objects in the mirror may be closer than they appear.”
“Not my favorite sentiment.”
“Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”
“It didn’t seem relevant.”
“And now?”
She thought for a moment. “It’d be easy to say I only thought of it because you asked, but I think being around you connects me to that time in my life somehow.”
Tegan raised her eyebrows. “Should I apologize?”
“Not at all. I didn’t mean it in a bad way.”
“I remind you of your divorce in a good way?”
She laughed, and taking a light hold of Tegan’s arm, steered her onto a path in the Public Garden. “You remind me of what it’s like to start something new and unexpected, and that the people in your life don’t understand because they only know who you’ve been, not who you know you can become.”
Tegan’s lips parted and her chest rose as if she’d needed to take a bigger breath than usual. “God, I wish I could see myself the way you do.”
“I suppose the feeling is mutual. You seem to think I’ve figured out a lot of things I haven’t.”
“You always seem to know the right thing and you not only know how to do it, you make doing it look easy.”
“I virtually never know the right thing, and nothing has been easy. I’ve struggled with every choice. Even the session with Tommy, which you seem to think I handled well, ripped me apart. I didn’t know if I should respond, I didn’t know if I should tell you he was lying, I didn’t know if I should answer his shitty question about being married or let you handle him. You’d done great all session, and then when he stumped you for one minute, I clapped back at him.”
“Your answer was perfect.”
“It was confrontational. I met his tone instead of defusing, which you’d been doing, and then you pulled away from me.”
“I didn’t.”
Now it was Brooke’s turn to wait for a truer answer.
“Okay, I did, but not because of you. Because of things I realized, but it goes back to how freaking good and strong and noble you are. I want to be better and steadier, and make good choices, or even make bad choices because I wanted to make them.” Tegan made a little growl of frustration. “I’m not making any sense.”
“You don’t have to.”
Tegan stopped walking and turned to face her. “Don’t I? Shouldn’t I be making sense by now? I turn thirty soon, and don’t tell me it’s just a number.”
“I wouldn’t dare.”
“I thought I’d be making better choices by now. Not that I’ve made bad choices so much as I’ve had too many of them made for me, either by other people or by circumstances. I want to be in a place where I get to choose something, not because it’s the next step in licensure, or because I can’t afford something else, or because I’m afraid it will reflect poorly on my professionalism.”
A familiar stirring registered in Brooke’s core. The sound of her own pulse in her ears deadened Tegan’s ongoing speech, but she didn’t need to pick out the words to know what she was saying. She’d heard this before, or something similar enough to make her remember the press of those lips on her own. They were beautiful lips, soft and searching, like her eyes sparking with passion in the twinkling lights of a darkening city.
“Do you know what I mean?”
The haze cleared enough for her to process the question, if not the entirety of what preceded it. “Yes.”
“You do?” Tegan’s expression conveyed equal parts hope and suspicion.
“You’ve waited so long and given up so much and had too many choices questioned or subjected to the approval of other people.”
“So many people.” Tegan shook her head.
“And some of the people who should’ve been there for you weren’t.” She tried to steer herself back into a more professional role, but as she glanced down, she realized at some point on the walk Tegan had looped an arm through her own.
“Thank you, Brooke.”
“Hmm?” she asked, still looking at their interlocking elbows.
“For letting me vent. For getting it. For getting me, even though you had way more reason to cut ties than most of the people in my life who actually did.” Tegan gave her arm a little tug, and they started walking again.
“They were foolish people.” The words sounded overly formal, but the sentiment stuck in her throat. She didn’t know how anyone who ever got the chance to know Tegan could let her go. She couldn’t even seem to keep her distance when she tried.
And she had tried.
Hadn’t she?



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
“I didn’t know it was supposed to snow.” Tegan squinted through the fat flakes falling on the windshield in front of her. “It’s coming down hard.”
“Lake effect,” Brooke said, as if that were a full explanation.
“We’re only, like, two hours from Buffalo though, right?”
“If we were driving the speed limit, but from the looks of the traffic and those clouds, we won’t be driving the speed limit.”
“But it’s only the first week in November.”
Brooke laughed. “Snowvember.”
“Please tell me you just made a clever play on words and it’s not a thing everyone knows about but me.”
“You want me to lie to you?” Brooke leaned forward a bit as if trying to see better.
“Do you want me to take a turn driving?” Tegan offered, then silently prayed Brooke would turn her down.
“I’m fine, and probably more used to it than you.”
“I’ve driven in snow before, but not going to lie, I’m kind of freaked out about how this came out of nowhere. We went from blue skies to near whiteout like someone flipped a switch, and it looks like it’s been snowing here for days already.”
Brooke slowed even more and stayed in the ruts starting to form from the slow line of traffic ahead of her. “It’s called a persistent snow band. They hover in the same place, sometimes for days. It’s not unusual for the suburbs to get slammed and the city to get nothing, or vice versa.”
“So, in a few miles we’ll come out of this?”
Brooke’s blue eyes surveyed the sky for as long as she dared. “Kind of doubt it. Can you check the radar again?”
Tegan clicked refresh on her phone’s weather app, but got only a grainy, blue blob over their location. “The signal’s still terrible, but we look to be covered.”
“Yeah.” The muscles in Brooke’s neck looked as tense as her voice sounded. “There’s probably varying degrees of accumulation along the route, but I suspect the system will run along the rest of Lake Ontario until we get closer to Niagara.”
“Seems far.”
Brooke slapped a button on the dash to turn on the hazard signals. “At twelve miles an hour, it’s very far.”
They sat quietly for entirely too long. Up until this point, the drive had been smooth and comfortable, with the conversation coming easier than on the way down. Something had shifted back into place between them last night. Tegan had seen it happen enough to recognize the push-pull pattern between them, and while she didn’t always understand what caused the pendulum to swing, she appreciated the direction it had taken, thanks to Brooke’s openness. She didn’t want to lose that closeness. “Is there anything I can do to make this better?”
Brooke shook her head, knuckles white on the steering wheel as the light around them faded. “It’ll only get worse as the sun sets.”
“Do we need to stop?”
“Hmm,” Brooke’s nonanswer did little to help her nerves.
“It’s okay if we do. I know I had a little fit about being broke last night, but I can afford a night in a hotel.”
“We’ll worry about that if we have to,” Brooke said as they ground to a stop.
“I’m not sure what you mean. Like we might not come to a hotel? Like we might stay here?”
Brooke turned to face her, as they were no longer moving. “It’ll be okay.”
The fact that she felt the need to say as much made the statement feel less true, but Tegan wasn’t up for arguing with her on any level.
“We’ve got snacks, we’ve got water, we’ve still got plenty of gas in the tank, and several days’ worth of clothes in the trunk.”
“Several days?”
“For layers, not because I expect to get stuck here for too long.”
“Were you a Girl Scout?”
Brooke laughed, and the sound made everything seem more hopeful. “Yes, and I learned to drive here.”
Tegan stared out the windshield, or tried to, because the wipers weren’t keeping up with the pace any longer.
“I’m going to hop out and clear us off.”
“Hop? Out?” Her voice squeaked. “We’re on the interstate.”
“But it’s functioning as a parking lot at the moment.”
“A frozen one.” She took in Brooke’s sweater, jeans, and tennis shoes. “You’re not dressed for that.”
“I’ll only be a minute.” She jumped out before Tegan could protest further.
She watched helplessly as Brooke scraped an opening over each of the windows, then knocked the bigger chunks of ice free from the wiper blades. For a second, it sounded like she was talking to someone, but Tegan couldn’t see anything beyond the bumper of the SUV in front of them.
By the time Brooke returned, fat flakes of snow clung to every part of her, and she did her best to shake it off, kicking her heels together before pulling her feet in and closing the door.
“Are you okay?”
“Fine.” She cranked up the defrost. “Seems we weren’t the only ones caught off guard. They were calling for one to three inches, and we’re currently closer to eight. The Thruway’s closed at Rochester, and they’re routing people off now. We should be moving soon.”
She’d no sooner said the words than the line of cars started to creep forward again.
Tegan breathed a sigh of relief.
“Can you see how far we are from the next exit?”
“Sure.” She pulled up the map on her phone and waited as patiently as she could while the GPS found their location. “Looks like only a few miles.”
“See any hotels there?”
“It’s still filling in details, but there’s a gas station and a Burger King, and oh, yeah, looks like a motel.”
“I’m not usually a motel kind of woman.” Brooke smiled wryly. “But beggars can’t be choosers, and a couple of miles at roughly ten miles an hour is going to end with me begging for sure.”
“You’re doing a great job from where I’m sitting.”
“It’s like a wagon train. Keep your wheels in the ruts and watch for lights ahead.”
And that’s exactly how they rode for the next half an hour, stopping once or twice to clear windshields, until they split off with a couple of other drivers ready to throw in the towel. White-knuckling down the exit ramp, they slid past a couple of businesses and into the parking lot of a roadside inn.
Both of them sagged forward in relief as Brooke killed the engine. Looking around, Tegan noted plenty of other people must’ve had the same breaking point, because the lot was full. “I hope they have a few rooms left.”
Brooke let her head fall back to the seat, seemingly too exhausted to respond.
“Let me go check,” Tegan offered.
“Thank you. I’ll be in as soon as I pry my hands from the indentations I’ve made in the steering wheel.”
She climbed out, slipping a bit in boots made more for fashion than utility.
The lobby of the hotel looked more like the living room of a hunting cabin, but it was warm, and she nearly cried when the old man behind the counter smiled at her.
“Let me guess. Checking in?”
“If at all possible.”
“No reservation?”
She shook her head.
“You came in just under the wire.” He grabbed a key, an actual metal key, off a hook behind him. “Only one room left.”
“Oh.” She stared at him, then around the room, the ceiling, the floor, trying to make sense of this new piece of information.
“What? You weren’t driving a bus, were you?”
“No, sir, but my colleague is with me.”
Brooke made a perfectly timed entrance, stomping the snow off her shoes and pant legs as she entered.
He looked from her back to Tegan and shrugged. “You could flip a coin or get a lot closer, ’cause there’s one room with one bed.”
“I’m sorry, what?” Brooke’s eyes went wider than they had at any point in the drive.
“They’re nearly full,” Tegan said.
“Did he say ‘one room with one bed’?”
She nodded, and Brooke pinched the bridge of her nose in a way that suggested her epic headache may be making a rebound. Forcing a smile, she approached the clerk. “Could you perhaps check your computer again? Maybe someone else canceled.”
“There’s no computer, and I’ve been here all evening. I know who’s here and who’s not.”
“Of course.” She sighed. “And are there any other hotels at this exit?”
He chuckled. “Lady, I know it looks like Christmas out there, but there really is no more room at this inn or any other. I don’t even have a stable out back to offer you. What I do have is one room with one queen bed at a fair price, and if you don’t want it, someone else is about to come in who does.”
The more panicked Brooke looked, the worse Tegan felt. They didn’t have a better option, and they were absolutely not going to make it any further down the road without a breakdown of one sort or another.
Then again, a night in bed with Brooke was not devoid of breakdown potential. A myriad of images ran through her head and sent her senses into overdrive, but she willed them to recede enough to process the clear choice in front of her, because Brooke didn’t seem to be in any position to make it.
Tegan’s heart hammered in her throat as she turned back toward the desk and her hands shook as she fished her wallet from her pocket and set a card down between them, but she still managed to say, “We’ll take it.”

Brooke’s phone pinged, and she snatched it up off the bed she’d yet to sit on, despite the fact that it was the only available surface in the room.
Tegan had bravely chosen to test out the tiny cubicle of a bathroom by putting the shower through its paces. Somewhere in the walls a pipe groaned in protest, but the sound of water running suggested she’d found some level of success.
Trying not to think a second more about Tegan using steam to shake off the cold of both the storm and their new circumstances, Brooke focused on the text she’d received from Robin, or rather the series of short texts that just kept coming.
“No worries.”
“Only about 3 inches of snow here.”
“Gillian left this morning.”
“I got a purple cast.”
“Want to sign it when you get home?”
She shook her head and typed back “Of course,” which seemed a fitting response to all of it. She took her contacts out of her tired eyes and slipped on her glasses, then pulled a half-empty box of Cheez-Its from their snack bag.
“Okay,” she said aloud. “This isn’t a big deal. It’s just one night.”
Except “just one night” felt entirely too much like “just one bed,” so she tried again.
“You’re an adult. You set boundaries. You respect this woman and yourself and your job and—” The shower turned off, and she sighed.
It was fine.
She was fine.
They were safe and warm, and she’d been attracted to Tegan since the moment she’d met her without ever lapsing … well, except for the first night, but she didn’t consider that a failure. The rules were different then. They both were different, and she’d never let regret touch those memories, so she wouldn’t start now.
Instead, she quickly traded her jeans for plaid pajama pants and her sweater for a matching short-sleeved shirt. Then she slipped off her bra through the arm holes. Why? She’s wasn’t sure, but the idea of being completely naked with Tegan naked on the other side of a thin wall struck her as too much.
“So,” Tegan called though the door, “I packed for this trip thinking I’d be sharing a room with Robin.”
“I didn’t expect to share a room with anyone,” Brooke called back.
“But you still packed legitimate pajamas didn’t you?”
“I did.”
“Because you have your shit together,” Tegan mumbled as she shuffled things around.
“And you don’t?”
“It’s relative. One selects different sleepwear for sharing a room with Robin.”
“I’m not sure I understand, but I accept your premise for the sake of moving forward.”
“Once, after a party in college, I slept in Naomi’s bathtub.”
She smiled despite her nerves. “There’s no bathtub, Tegan.”
“I know.” She sighed.
“It’s okay.”
“Is it?”
She wasn’t sure. Not at all, but making Tegan stay in the bathroom all night while she stood and stared at the bed wasn’t a viable or mature option. “Come on out.”
“Sure. I’m being silly.”
The door opened, revealing Tegan in a pair of navy-blue gym shorts ending near her mid-thighs and a tight, gray tank top proudly proclaiming, “Your feelings are valid.”
She also was not wearing a bra, and from the signals Brooke’s brain sent to her body, she suddenly wished she’d left hers on.
Glancing down, her eyes landed on the snack in her hands. “How about some dinner?”
“Oh yeah, that’s a top-notch meal right there.” Tegan perched lightly on the corner of the bed.
“We’ve also got one granola bar left.”
“Wanna split it?”
She wasn’t sure she did, but opening the wrapper at least gave her something to do with her hands.
Tegan accepted her half. “So … how are we going to do this? I’d kind of thought I could sleep on the floor, but the carpet is disgusting.”
“An absolute horror in green,” Brooke agreed. “I’m not thrilled about even standing on it.”
“And yet, you still are.” Tegan gave her a wry smile. “Are we taking turns sitting and standing?”
She shook her head, then sat on the edge of the mattress in the corner completely opposite Tegan.
“Ah look, aren’t we cozy?”
She rolled her eyes. “There’s no rule book for this, you know?”
“None at all, but how about this?” Tegan scooted up to the headboard, and resting her back against the pillows, kicked her legs out in front of her. “If you do the same thing on your side, we’ll be almost exactly the way we were in the car all day.”
She nodded and mimicked Tegan’s position, though being so close to her bare legs felt a little bit like sitting on needles. “I don’t know why this is so hard.”
“Oh, I do.” Tegan took another couple of crackers from the box. “I could spell it out, but I doubt doing so would make any of this any less awkward. Speaking of which, did you get hold of Gillian?”
“No, I talked to Robin, but Gillian’s already gone off-grid.”
“Probably for the best. Nothing bothers Robin, but Gillian would die of professional horror if she saw us right now.”
Brooke laughed, but even that sounded tense.
Tegan nudged her knee lightly with her own. “We could acknowledge the awkwardness in the room. Or we could build a pillow wall down the middle of the bed, as if not bumping into each other is the crux of our intimacy issue, if you’d rather.”
“Intimacy issue?”
“I mean, those are the rules, right? No touching, no being left unattended, no professional responsibility to each other. Don’t get me wrong, I like a good boundary as much as the next therapist, but you have to admit, workplace regulations seem particularly laughable right now.”
“Do they?” Brooke’s voice went up an octave and she took a deep breath before trying again. “Or are those boundaries going to save us both?”
“From what? From each other?” Tegan laughed. “And which boundaries? The ones we set together? The ones you set for yourself? The ones the profession set forth in the hypothetical?”
Brooke considered the options for a second. Had she ever set a truly personal boundary with Tegan? One based off her own needs or desires? “The professional ones I suppose, though I doubt any of the people writing those rules ever imagined this specific instance.”
“Right? I was a pretty good student, and, still, I never saw a case study for non-supervising colleagues with a sexual history who have to share a bed during a travel emergency on a not-quite-company trip.”
“No.” Something about the absurd summation actually helped her relax a little. These were rather complicated extenuating circumstances. “Still the rules about intimacy at least offer helpful guidelines.”
“Only about physical intimacy, and we’ve already been there and done that.”
Brooke’s breath caught and she tried to look away from Tegan’s intense gaze, but made it only as far as the smooth skin of her shoulder, sparking a memory of how it tasted to kiss that spot.
“It’s a bit reductive, the professional definition of intimacy.” Tegan went on slowly. “Especially given what we do all day at work. Every time a client strips themselves bare in front of us, aren’t we having an intimate encounter?”
“Which is why we don’t see our clients outside of work, to keep the types of intimacies we indulge in separate and safe.”
“But you and I see each other in a whole host of situations, and many of them have been intimate in ways no one ever cared to regulate.”
She shifted on the bed, which only drew more attention to the fact that they were on a bed in the first place. She had plenty of practice sitting with hard concepts or staying in uncomfortable situations, but the longer they talked, the less anything actually felt stilted or difficult. “I guess you bearing witness to my past exploding in my face during a baseball game was a kind of intimacy.”
“Or you watching me get knocked off my axis by a client I’ve defended tirelessly.”
“Or you seeing me on a bathroom floor.”
“Or you holding my hand while I told you my family decided I wasn’t worth the effort of knowing anymore.”
Brooke finally turned to face her a little more fully. “You are worth knowing, Tegan.”
“You make me feel that more than any other person ever has, whether we’re in a bar, or a car, or walking around Boston. We don’t need a hotel to facilitate intimacy, and, honestly, the last time we were in an actual bed together, everything was less fraught than anything we’ve done since. Still, that instance is the only type of intimacy the people who don’t even know us feel the need to legislate. It’s laughable.”
“So, you’re advocating for no boundaries?” Brooke managed to make the words sound at least mildly incredulous even as her body edged closer to the warmth of this woman. As if the intellectual distance was all she had left to uphold.
“Never. I’m not advocating for or against anything. Certainly not any limit that feels good and authentic to you.” Tegan shook her head, then resting more fully against the headboard, met Brooke’s eyes with great seriousness. “I’m sorry if it sounded like I had an agenda other than making us both more comfortable in a situation neither of us chose. I’ll always honor your boundaries, not because of my licensure, or lack thereof, but because they’re yours and I respect you.”
“Thank you.” She sighed. “I respect you, too. So much.”
“I know. That connection is real and true, and it’s ours. It’s been fostered by a bunch of choices to be there for and with each other, and every one of those moments was infinitely more vulnerable than the few hours we spent together before either of us had the power to break a heart or have our emotions turned inside out.”
“I like that.” Brooke relaxed into the idea. “We’re not here because of how we began. We’re here because of what we built despite how we began.”
Tegan’s lips curled beautifully. “There’s a lot of ‘despite’ between us, too. It’s kind of amazing really. We’re doing it again right now.”
Brooke bumped her shoulder with her own. “You mean finding a way to be at ease with one another despite the circumstances?”
“And despite the janky roadside hotel.”
“Despite the evening meal of extra-toasty cheese crackers.” Brooke laughed. “And despite the fact that there’s only one bed, like some movie that’s cheesier than the crackers.”
“Despite the fact that you’re wearing those sexy glasses, and I’m in a silly tank top.”
Brooke’s eye’s flickered quickly to her chest, then back up again, not seeing a downside to anything Tegan was wearing. “Despite the fact that your hair is still wet at the ends.”
“Despite the fact that your eyes are still my favorite color, and we both know it.”
Brooke bit the inside of her cheek lightly, but couldn’t keep her thoughts from rolling off her tongue. “Despite the fact that you’re barefoot and bronzed and so—”
She was going to say “beautiful.”
She might’ve thought better of it, but probably not. The word would’ve spilled right out if it hadn’t been pushed back by the press of Tegan’s mouth against her own. Or maybe she’d pressed hers to Tegan’s, despite every warning and recrimination. Despite the work and the worry. Despite the sublimated attraction and emotional withdrawals.
There was no boundary she could set or ethic she could cling to that would ever make this moment feel anything but right.

It wasn’t as if Tegan forgot how bad an idea kissing Brooke was. She remembered every warning, every detail, every way this could go wrong, but as she cupped the back of Brooke’s head in the palm of her hand, sinking fingers into lush hair and tight muscles, she simply didn’t care. While the idea of kissing Brooke came with dire consequences, the reality was heaven on earth.
Her mouth, hot and wet, and so often remembered, ignited something inside of Tegan that immediately drove away any lingering cold. Scooting closer, she pressed against her tentatively. She understood this time what both of them had to lose, and there was nothing in the world worth holding onto if it meant letting go of Brooke. But she didn’t get to make that decision for both of them. She could only state her desire clearly, openly, standing raw and vulnerable, holding everything she’d pushed back for so long, in the hopes Brooke would accept it.
Slipping a hand along Brooke’s side, she toyed with the hem of her shirt while they kissed deeply. Her fingers twitched, nearly desperate to reach for more, to push and reveal, to revel, but somewhere behind her baser instincts, she understood once she brushed against bare skin, she would no longer survive another withdrawal like those they’d faced before.
Easing away from that magical mouth, even as she clutched tighter to the curve of her hip, she whispered, “I want you. God, Brooke, I’ve always wanted you.”
Brooke nodded, running her tongue across her own swollen lips. “Every second, as constant as breathing.”
They stared at each other, heavy with knowledge and need.
“It’ll be okay,” Brooke finally said.
She had no right to make such a promise, but Tegan believed her anyway.
Whatever happened next would be perfect. There was no other way for the two of them. They were always going to be back here. As their mouths met again, no truth ever felt more self-evident. With Brooke sliding across the little space left between them on the bed, nothing had seemed more sanctioned by fate. She smiled against Brooke’s lips.
“What?”
“Even nature conspired to facilitate this.” She kissed along her cheek and down the line of her jaw.
“You think the weather worked against us?” Brooke lifted her chin slightly, granting access to the curve of her neck.
“No, I think it worked for us.” She kissed her way down to the hollow of Brooke’s throat. “I have needed this so much more than I’d let myself acknowledge.”
Brooke pressed forward, placing a hand possessively along Tegan’s side and urging her onto her back. “I have been aware of it every moment. Every. Single. Minute.”
Her breath caught as Brooke covered her body with her own. “Please.”
Brooke stared down at her, the weight of her pinning Tegan’s hips to the bed. “Please?”
“Yes.” She closed her eyes as the emotions she’d held back for too long swirled with the arousal she hadn’t ever subdued.
Brooke kissed her again, sultry and swift, and the tide turned away from restraint toward raw need. Tegan pushed up Brooke’s pajama top and took hold of her tightly. Splaying hands across flushed skin, she soaked her in, nipping at her ear and kissing along her shoulders. “I’ve missed the taste of you.”
“I’ve missed your hands on me,” Brooke mumbled as she pulled them up off the bed, enough to remove Tegan’s tank top. She lowered them back down, breasts grazing against each other. Tegan relished the press of their bodies, both pushing forward, both yielding to the other. They rolled onto their sides, tangled together. Brooke pushed her leg between Tegan’s as she pulled her closer. Dipping her head to take one of Tegan’s nipples in her mouth disarmingly, she worked her hand into the waistband of her shorts.
Working around between her thighs, she glanced up at her face. “You deserve so much, but I’m desperate to touch you.”
“Do it.” Tegan kissed her, both for emphasis and pure pleasure. “Feel how much I want you.”
Brooke slid through the evidence of her desire, groaning as she sank into her. “Tegan.”
“Yes.”
“I can’t stop.”
“Do you want to?”
“No.” Her body went languid as she released the word, softly melding to hers. Tegan wrapped her arms around her, kissing her forehead, her eyelids, her temples as they began to move together. Slow and sensual lasted only a few seconds. Each rock forward inched her closer and Brooke deeper until there was nowhere left to go, and even then, they went together, rising and falling in the unison of shared breath.
Tegan’s heart pulsed though her ears, her chest, and along the point Brooke circled with her thumb. Her head grew light as all the blood in her body rushed to constrict around skilled fingers. The luxury of feeling this woman inside her shook something deep in Tegan, and she tried to say as much, but it only came out as a moan.
Brooke placed wet kisses across her chest and held her close as they rocked. The movements were infinitesimal, but Tegan felt every one of them acutely against raw nerve endings. This woman could wreck her with the twitch of her wrist, and she welcomed it. Pleasure snaked through her veins like a delirious drug, seeking out the final knots of resistance and loosing them, only for the void to be filled by a deliciously new kind of tension.
While her mind went limber and beautifully blank her muscles grew taut, as release tingled along her senses. She’d ached for this harder and longer than she’d ever let herself consider, but now with the freedom to run wild, she turned her head frantically against the pillow as the wave built.
“Brooke.” She managed to gasp out the only word that mattered. Loving the extravagance of it on her lips, she said it again. “Brooke.”
“I’m right here,” she murmured against her skin.
“Brooke.” The word came out strangled, and she didn’t care, nor did she stop. She called out as her senses disintegrated, and she tipped into shivering incoherency.
No orgasm that built so slowly should’ve had the power to take Tegan by surprise, but the ferocity of this one shook her on every level. She rode it, clutching tightly to Brooke, groaning, begging, disintegrating against her until her breath came in harsh sobs, and still, neither of them stopped so long as Brooke coaxed her on from within.
Rolling Tegan gently onto her back, Brooke smothered her and held her fast while taking more of what she’d never, ever deny. Kissing Tegan’s neck, she pushed in until the pressure outside reached the same height as the pressure she’d held in for so long, and she cried in every sense of the word.
Her voice sounded rough in her own ears and tears broke free from the corners of her eyes, spilling down her cheek.
Brooke stilled, still fully buried in her. Glancing up, her eyes filled with concern. “Tegan?”
She shook her head and swallowed a new lump of emotion at the depth of care she saw etched across her stunning features.
“What is it?” She started to lean back, but Tegan caught hold of her.
“Please. Stay.”
“Did I—”
“Happy tears.” She sniffled. “Good tears.”
Brooke sagged against her. “Good?”
“So good.” Tegan caught hold of her face in both hands. “So unbelievably good. Brooke, you’re profoundly good.”
She tried to shake her head, but Tegan held it steady as a new set of words rumbled up in her chest. She gritted her teeth against them as the tears sprang forward again. “Brooke, I, I think I’m in—” The word stuck in her throat. “Sorry. I’m wrecked.”
Brooke shifted, pulling out to gather her more fully in her arms. “You’re beautiful. You’re perfect. I’ve got you.”
They had made a mistake.
A terrible one, but not tonight. Somewhere else along the way.
Tegan knew it so surely in this moment.
She’d traded true gold for a false God, and she’d sacrificed even that idol now, because she couldn’t bring herself to speak the most apparent truth she’d ever held.
They would never make it back from this. Even after feeling this woman surge through her and rise to meet her, there was one more bridge she couldn’t cross, the border between a well-ordered wilderness and a promise that hadn’t been made.
She let herself sink right there, willfully, into the murky gray area between the two, praying Brooke would hold tightly enough to keep her from drowning.

Brooke didn’t sleep, even after Tegan’s breath grew steady and shallow. She continued to hold her, smelling of sex and tasting the salt of tears on her lips. Everything about this woman was precious and powerful. She lay in the night clinging to the only solid thing she had to hold, in the hopes the connection could keep her from unraveling entirely.
She’d heard the words neither of them said. Tegan had at least tried. Brave and bold. It almost hurt to look at her, but she couldn’t turn away. Brooke had tried, and she’d failed, and she couldn’t find it in her to care. Not now, not tonight.
She buried her nose in tawny hair and breathed the scent of her, soothing and stirring all at once.
Tegan shifted in her embrace, and Brooke held her breath, not sure what she even hoped for. A part of her dreaded the moment awareness crashed back over them both, but an equal portion ached for release from the exquisite torture of trying to hold onto someone who would slip away with the dawn.
Rolling over within the circle of her arms, Tegan reached for her in the low light. Nuzzling into her neck, she pressed her lips sleepily to her skin.
Brooke closed her eyes and tried to memorize yet another sensation she hadn’t known to long for.
“You feel so good,” Tegan murmured.
She didn’t respond, at least not verbally, but her body angled toward the heat of her.
“You are good,” Tegan whispered. “Did I already say that? I can’t remember.”
“You did.”
Tegan kissed lightly along her collarbone. “It’s still excruciatingly true.”
She sighed, letting Tegan nudge her onto her back and trail her fingers in a lazy, looping pattern across her chest and down to the waistband of her pajama bottoms. “May I take these off?”
She nodded, her throat now thick with a different kind of emotion. She lifted enough to allow Tegan to strip them away, then waited as patiently as any human ever had for her to shed her own shorts. How had they gone this far with such worthless barriers between them? She smiled in spite of how much more could be said along those lines, and she intended to voice exactly none of them.
Tegan rolled on top of her and straddled her waist. She sat up, the magnificence of her body a jarring contrast to their pedestrian surroundings. “You are gorgeous.”
A laugh bubbled up in Brooke. It was the only response to the absurdity of the statement in such a situation. Despite the weight of Tegan settled across her, she felt almost unbearably light.
“It’s true.” Tegan folded forward and nuzzled Brooke’s ear.
God, she’d fought so hard not to remember the way Tegan’s body aligned with her own, somehow firm and soft in every way. She’d tried to forget, to deny, to compartmentalize, anything to keep from facing the reality of how much she wanted her. The wanting made her unstable, and, still, she ached to fall into the hands caressing her now.
Tegan took her time kissing her, slow and sexy, her tongue sliding along Brooke’s as if they had an eternity to explore and she intended to do so thoroughly. The urgency of her own arousal warred with the compulsion to let herself be consumed, to let go, to sink into the sumptuousness of the woman smothering every ounce of fear or resistance that had ever held them apart.
Reaching up, she tangled her hands in Tegan’s hair, holding her close and wishing her forward. Tegan slipped a bare leg between her own and brought her knee up in a delectable slide of smooth skin meeting hard need. Brooke shuddered, and Tegan, ever observant, answered the cue. Pushing herself higher, she increased the pressure, and Brooke’s rocking hips began to paint her with broad strokes of desire.
“Yes,” Tegan whispered in her ear. “Move for me.”
She heeded the call. She would have even if Tegan hadn’t asked, but to grant the request also gave purpose to pleasure. She wanted to be everything tonight. There was nothing left to resist, and perhaps there never had been, but she couldn’t conceive of a past or a future with Tegan filling her present.
“Brooke, I’m desperate for you.” Tegan’s voice took on a frantic edge she could hardly process through the disorienting crush of her own arousal. She wouldn’t withhold anything. She couldn’t. She wasn’t capable. Wasn’t that the point? She lay bare and raw, breath as ragged as her tattered restraint. She was coming apart at the seams as her body and brain caught fire in tandem. She hoped the flames would consume them both.
Tegan slipped lower, and, for an excruciating second, the shift felt like withdrawal. Every inch of Brooke cried out at her absence until Tegan’s mouth set nerve endings alight across her chest. Kissing wet, hot circles with her lips, she danced against ever more-sensitive skin until Brooke strained up against her. Tegan sucked a nipple, grazing it with her teeth and sharpening a wild edge to Brooke’s craving.
Tegan glanced up from under thick, dark lashes, a crook of a smile quirking the corners of busy lips before mumbling, “You’re the most glorious thing I’ve ever seen.”
She moved lower once more, and Brooke whimpered in protest. “Don’t go.”
“I have to taste you.”
The thought was too much in her state of abject overload, and Brooke turned her head from side to side on the pillow.
Tegan paused halfway down. “No?”
“Yes.” She groaned the word. “I may fall apart if you do, though.”
“I promise I’ll pick up the pieces.”
She ran both her hands through Tegan’s hair, wanting to anchor herself to that kind of certainty, but when Tegan’s tongue slid through the liquid heat pooling at her core, nothing else existed in the world.
The drab room around them flashed in opulent color as her body reverberated.
“Tegan.” She called the name, unable to understand anything else. She wouldn’t last, and she didn’t want to. She didn’t want to hold back or hold onto anything other than the way she felt right now. Patience, persistence, moderation, what worthless, what wasted pursuits. How had she ever believed the two of them weren’t meant for this, made for this?
If this was how it felt to come apart, she wasn’t sure she ever wanted to be whole again. Even the hyperbole of her most extravagant thoughts felt small next to the magic of Tegan’s mouth, and she let go, allowing herself to tip fully into this moment, this woman.
The climax broke through her, blinding and breathtaking, and they rode it together. Wave and ridge, cresting and falling, relentless and releasing. Tegan matched her move for shaky move, because how could someone so perfect not meet her pace? Brooke sucked jagged breath through clenched teeth, willing herself to accept every tightened muscle and racing pulse point.
She’d never experienced anything so all-consuming, and she didn’t want to stop, but her body gave out long before her intentions, and Tegan met even her disintegrating need with skill and care, easing her down deliberately, delicately, until Brooke stilled, spent and sated.
Kissing her way across trembling thighs and weakened abs, she ran her tongue along the line of Brooke’s sternum before meeting her mouth.
Looping an arm feebly around Tegan’s waist, Brooke pulled her flush once more. They kissed, languid and lost in each other as the world seeped back into focus at the periphery of her awareness, but the taste of herself on those flawless lips shattered something inside her.
They’d go forward from here. They had to, and whatever may come, she’d find the fortitude to face it, but in the soft, lingering stillness, she knew beyond a doubt that the piece of her Tegan had broken free tonight could never be put back into place.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“Do you want to come in?” Tegan’s chest constricted as she glanced from Brooke to her own apartment door. She knew the answer, but it felt appropriate to ask anyway, and maybe a part of her had gotten a little greedy this morning when she’d woken to find Brooke still wrapped around her.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Brooke said gently.
She nodded when she wanted to say she thought they’d stopped using “good idea” as their litmus test about eighteen hours ago. “I understand.”
Brooke took Tegan’s hand and, turning it over, leaned in to kiss her palm. “You’ve understood much more than I’ve let myself.”
“What’s that mean for us?”
“I don’t know.” She sat back, breaking contact between them, as a professional edge crept into her voice. “We obviously have to disclose to Gillian as soon as she gets home.”
Tegan wasn’t looking forward to that conversation again, but she didn’t see any way around it, and at least it would force them to articulate something neither of them had even tried to on the long ride home. “What do you want to do until then? Are we going back to pretending nothing happened?”
Brooke sighed. “I can’t, we can’t. Clearly this is a force in our lives now, but it might be better for us to take this week to focus less on what’s already happened and more on what it means going forward.”
Her heart jumped a little at the word “forward.” Did Brooke see a path for that? “Should we talk about that together?”
“I know I’m supposed to want to, supposed to be capable of it, but I’m not sure I trust myself to make clear and levelheaded decisions with you this close.”
Her breath caught at the subtle pleading in Brooke’s voice and the sadness behind it.
“We both need to collect ourselves,” Brooke continued, “and we have to do the work, both our actual jobs and our individual soul-searching. We’ll have to use every tool in our arsenal so we can go into our meeting with Gillian with clearer heads and clearer visions than we did last time.”
“I’m not as scared as I was.” Tegan hadn’t realized the truth of the statement until she put it out into the space between them.
“Good.” Brooke smiled weakly. “You don’t need to be. You’ve earned your place here now, and you’ve done nothing wrong.”
“We,” Tegan corrected, “we’ve done nothing wrong.”
Brooke didn’t meet her eyes. “We have a lot to figure out, and I honestly have no idea what solutions might look like, none at all, but I need you to know beyond the shadow of a doubt that you’re not getting fired, you’re not getting in trouble, and you won’t be left further behind. Can you believe me?”
“Of course.” She smiled in spite of the sinking feeling in her chest. All the words were right. As always, Brooke managed to be good and kind and considerate, but the more cool and collected she sounded, the further away Tegan felt.
How was she even capable of thinking about work and regulations after what happened? Surely Tegan wasn’t the only one being ripped apart emotionally at the fact that they may’ve willfully destroyed the life she’d worked hard to build or the fact that waking up in Brooke’s arms had shown her a glimpse of a life she hadn’t even dared to dream of.
Was now really the moment for logical detachment? A near frantic edge rose in her, along with a fear that if she let Brooke drive away now, the woman she’d made love to last night would be completely supplanted by the therapist she’d run into at work tomorrow.
Still, she had neither the right nor the ability to demand she stay or open up to her, or bend her boundaries any further than she already had. Instead, she said, “I trust you.”
She lugged her suitcase up the stairs to her apartment and pushed open the door. She didn’t really expect anything there to be different, but it felt like something should be, and her heart sank to see everything exactly how she’d left it.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket the second she crossed the threshold, and she wasn’t at all surprised to see Naomi’s name flash across the screen.
“Hey.” She held it to her ear while she kicked her bags a little further into the room.
“What’s up, buttercup?” Naomi asked.
“Just got home.”
“I know.”
“We got stuck in a snowstorm.”
“I know that, too. I track your phone, remember?”
“Creepy stalker.” Tegan shed her jacket and flopped onto the bed, deliberately ignoring the subtle ache in her thighs.
“Or concerned friend. I checked only to see if you were safely past the bad weather, but I won’t argue the semantics, because I want you to share every single detail I couldn’t gather from a GPS service.”
“No.”
“‘No’? What do you mean ‘no’?”
“You don’t get every detail.”
“Holy shit,” Naomi whispered.
“I didn’t say anything.”
“Exactly. If you hadn’t slept with her, you would’ve said so. The fact that you didn’t immediately deny is a confirmation of where we both know my mind already went.”
Tegan squeezed her eyes shut. “Fuck.”
“Yeah.” Naomi fell silent long enough for Tegan to worry.
“It doesn’t have to change things.” She whispered the words with so little conviction, they sounded like a question.
“Okay. Maybe.” Naomi sounded even less convinced.
“It could be a one-off.”
“Since it happened before, we’re technically dealing with at least a two-off.”
Tegan whimpered as some of her resolve faltered. “And emotionally it’s much more. I did my best to pretend, or at least focus on other truths, but last night made me realize I’ve never stopped wanting her.”
“She’s worth wanting, babe. You’re allowed to have more to you than your job. You’re allowed to be human. For that matter, she is, too.”
“She is. She’s so beautifully human, and perfect even in her flaws, and knowing that might’ve actually been the last straw for me, because I saw it. I saw her so clearly, how her every true impulse is a good impulse. And I’ve known she was attracted to me to the point of distraction, but—”
“Wait. Back up. You’ve known she’s attracted to you, how?”
She groaned. “It’s confidential, cause it’s at least tangential to a session. Also, I did a bad thing, and it’s eating me up.”
“Worse than sleeping with a colleague you promised your boss you wouldn’t?”
“Yes? Maybe. It feels worse. I snooped, and I learned things she had a right to keep private. I think that information came into play for me last night, at least emotionally. I’m not sure I would’ve been as bold or secure, and she certainly didn’t have an equal level of indication about my feelings for her, but she still met me—”
“Okay, okay. Breathe,” Naomi commanded.
“Maybe I am a terrible person.”
“Doubt it.”
“Brooke was open and vulnerable, and I knew she was fighting against her grain so hard. She’s been fighting her own desires in order to protect me, and that took hold of my heart in a way I couldn’t explain. People don’t fight for me. I think I’m in love with her.”
“Whoa, big declaration.”
It was, and, still, when she replayed the statement in her mind, it wasn’t the love part that made her uncomfortable so much as the qualifier of “think.” She didn’t think, she knew.
“Did you tell her?”
“I almost said it, but in, like, a charged moment, and I caught myself.”
“Were you having the best orgasm of your life?”
“No!” She groaned. “Yes.”
Naomi laughed. “You’re such an adorable cliché.”
“I’m not. And I don’t want her to see me as some silly schoolgirl with a crush. I want to be with her, open and equal. God, I want her in a way I’ve never wanted anything.”
“So go get her.”
She shook her head. “It doesn’t work that way.”
“It should. It could. And, honestly, it does for a lot of people.”
“We work together. I have to respect her boundaries. She’s got too much at stake.”
“You have as much to risk as she does,” Naomi shot back. “Honestly, more. And what about your boundaries, your wants, your needs? Have you given voice to any of them?”
“I don’t want to pressure her or make her uncomfortable.”
“So you’re going to do those things to yourself? You’ll accept less? You’ll break your own heart so she doesn’t have to feel a twinge of discomfort? That’s bullshit. The best things in life are on the other side of uncomfortable conversations, and you handle them better than any person I know. Why don’t you think you’re worthy of the same consideration?”
“I do, I …” She didn’t know what else to say. “I care about her a lot.”
“Then, act like it. You’re sitting in the passenger seat holding your heart in your lap, waiting for someone else to notice and ask you what you need, but Teegs, you can’t keep waiting for a turn to drive your own life.”
“Okay. I get it.”
“Do you? Because you’re always talking about how you want to make your own choices, you’re tired of playing catch-up, you want agency, you want something for yourself, but those aren’t things someone else grants you, and they aren’t things people can withhold from you unless you let them.”
“People can withhold my licensure from me without my consent.”
“Sure. But they can’t decide for you what you want more in this situation. They can only tell you your options. You still get to choose. If you love this woman, choose her. Tell her you want her, and you know she wants you. Step into the adulthood you’ve put on hold.”
“Wow, okay, I said I got it.”
“I know,” Naomi laughed. “But I’m on a roll. And I’m invested here. You’re my favorite person in the world. I think you deserve everything you want in life, and I hate that you don’t seem to feel the same kind of ownership over your own dreams. You’re worthy of her. Go show her.”
“Okay.”
“Okay, you will? Or, okay, you’re ready to get me off the phone?”
“Um. Can’t it be both?”
Naomi made an exasperated sound. “I guess. If you’re going to step up into this situation, it’ll probably be a lot of things.”
She curled into a ball on the couch. Naomi wasn’t wrong. This was hard and complex, and also what she claimed she wanted. This was her chance to make a real, meaningful life choice for herself, or to at least stand up for her right to do so.

It wasn’t unusual for Brooke to glance up after a full day of sessions and wonder how the hours had slipped away, but this time she felt like she’d lost whole days. She’d glanced at the calendar three times over the afternoon and still couldn’t make sense of the fact that it was Wednesday. She told herself it was because she’d begged out of Take-Out Tuesday under the pretense of needing to catch up on appointments she’d missed, and, to be fair, she’d overscheduled all week, but less because of a need to make up lost work and more because her time with clients was the only time she didn’t think of Tegan.
She loved her job. She loved this place and these people and the work, but it wasn’t lost on her that she’d gone to the bar that night because she’d needed to change things up. And now, standing on the brink of a major change, she kept using the work as a way to hide. Whenever she went more than five minutes without another person in front of her, she found herself mentally and emotionally with Tegan.
She’d hoped time and distance might help her organize her thoughts or perhaps gain perspective, but on day four, she had to admit neither had happened, which only affirmed why they couldn’t go on working together.
She closed her eyes only briefly, but it was enough for all the memories to overtake her. The trust in Tegan’s hazel eyes, the weight of her body, the echo of her saying, “you’re so good.”
Brooke pushed herself out of the chair abruptly. She wasn’t good. She didn’t even know what constituted good in this context. Certainly not allowing them to exist in this kind of turmoil indefinitely. Maybe she could take it, but she couldn’t ask Tegan to, nor could she ask her to be the one to end it. She had no idea what to do, but she was sure the only good impulse she had left to cling to was the desire to protect her, no matter what came next.
“Hey.”
For a second, Brooke thought she’d imagined the gentle whisper calling her back, but as she turned to see Tegan standing in the doorway, the slap of emotion was too much to deny.
“Done with clients for today?” Tegan asked tentatively.
She nodded.
“I’d like to talk to you, and I know you said you wanted space, but I’ve been thinking a lot, too. I believe that’s the wrong answer.”
Brooke arched her eyebrow.
Tegan eased inside and pushed the door closed behind her. She took a seat on the couch and rested a tablet on her lap. Something about her seemed different, cautious, but poised.
“I want to honor your boundaries, and I want to respect your process,” Tegan continued, “and at the same time, I think we’d both benefit from more transparency, so I need to admit I have an unfair advantage.”
The statement took Brooke by surprise enough that she sat back down. “Tell me more.”
Tegan pressed her lips in a tight line. “I’m embarrassed.”
“I think we’re past the point where either of us has to feel self-conscious with one another.”
“I’m glad you think so, and I want to agree, but I also know we got to this point in part because I …” She covered her face with her hands for a second, then lowered them and sat up a little straighter. “I did something I’m not proud of, in a little fit of insecurity and without any understanding of the full scope of my choice. I looked at your notes from our session with Tommy.”
Brooke shook her head slowly, trying to make sense of the seeming non sequitur. “My notes from … oh.”
“I’m so deeply sorry.” Tegan took a shuddering breath. “You offered to go over them with me, and when you left them in my office, I only meant to peek at your clinical observations, but it’s no excuse. It was a violation, a professional one and a personal one.”
Brooke’s stomach dropped, and her hands began to sweat. “It shouldn’t have been personal.”
“You had a right to keep those things from me. I think you probably tried to because you were protecting me, and trying to do the right thing, and I made that harder for you because once I saw them, I knew things. I’d never deliberately take advantage, but …”
“Once you saw how I felt …” Brooke’s vision tinged a little white around the edge as embarrassment didn’t even begin to cover the horror she felt as she remembered everything she’d written. “It changed how you felt.”
“No,” Tegan said quickly. “I mostly felt horrified I’d done something so careless and inconsiderate. I disappointed myself by breaching your privacy, but I want to make it clear you didn’t alter my feelings for you, not personally, and professionally it only made me more in awe of you.”
She shook her head. “We have wildly different opinions about professionalism.”
“Brooke, you’re awe-inspiring. Your restraint is superhuman.”
She clenched her fists at the visceral backlash ripping through her at that characterization when she felt raw and exposed.
“And I know I can’t ever make up for what I did. Consent can’t be granted in retrospect, but the things I saw there only affirmed I wasn’t alone in my grappling. I want to do my best to convey the same message to you.”
“It’s a little late—”
“I understand hindsight is a gift, which is why I need to show you something deep and personal for me, something predating what I saw from you.”
“I can’t imagine what you could possibly—”
Tegan thrust forward her tablet. “Here.”
“What?”
Tegan rose and took the two steps to stand directly in front of her, then flipped over the front cover. There, taped on the inside, was a note in Brooke’s own handwriting.
“Tegan, there aren’t words in the world sufficient to thank you for last night, every part of it. You were so much more than I knew I needed, and if you’re half as good at your new job as you are at making connections and at charming people who didn’t think they could be surprised anymore, then this city is fortunate to have you. I’d say good luck on all the adventures ahead, but you’re so far beyond that. You’re special, probably more than you understand, and you already understand so much. Thank you deeply, Brooke.”
“I put it inside here before coming to work the first day.” Tegan’s voice was thick with emotion. “I didn’t need to because I could already recite it by heart, and even when everything blew up and it felt inappropriate to carry, I couldn’t let it go. As I got to know you, it felt silly to still need it, but I’ve clung to it. I carried it with me like a security blanket. So many times, I’ve run my fingers over it like you’d written it in braille, and I’ve recited it in the dark the way someone might a prayer.”
Brooke blinked a few times and stared at it again, this time seeing a treasured item that had offered strength and comfort to the woman who’d just humbled herself completely in order to give her the same.
“This doesn’t eliminate what I did. I got to make the choice to share my secrets when you didn’t get to disclose yours to me.”
“It might make it better,” she whispered.
“What?”
“You didn’t have to tell me any of this. You could’ve gone on without telling me what you’d seen. You could’ve kept yourself safe.”
“I’ve never needed saving from you, Brooke.”
She finally allowed herself to look up, to see Tegan standing there, open and honest and vulnerable and heart-stoppingly beautiful. The dam broke inside her once more.
Surging up, Brooke caught hold of Tegan’s face in her hands and kissed her. This time, she couldn’t even marvel at how quickly she’d unraveled. Even if she had the time or the inclination for examination, her body had full control of her mind. Or maybe her mind had merely aligned with her body to the point where she could no longer differentiate between the two.
Their hands were everywhere. Tegan met her fully, passionately, taking every bit as much as Brooke, and giving in equal measure. There wasn’t an ounce of insecurity or tentativeness between them as they raced down an increasingly familiar path.
Kissing, open-mouthed and hot, breath came fast and heavy. Her hands closed around Tegan’s waist possessively. Is this what she’d opened herself up to? Hadn’t Tegan come in here and stripped herself bare to let Brooke know it was okay to feel exactly this way?
The force of Brooke’s freed desire caused her to stumble forward, pressing Tegan back as they went until they hit the wall with a muffled thump, and pinning her, smothering her, consuming her with the same ferocity as the fire burning though her.
Tegan groaned into the kiss and ran both hands through Brooke’s hair. Her hips arched off the wall as much they could, as if the full weight of her body wasn’t enough to sate the need for contact. Brooke wasted no time seeking skin. Pushing up Tegan’s soft sweater, she found something even softer underneath. Splaying one palm over the heat of Tegan’s abs, she let the other one work upward over the ridges of her ribs until her fingers skimmed over the smooth side of her breast.
Tegan whimpered her assent and caused another thread in Brooke to unravel. Within seconds, she’d slipped one hand inside her bra and the other into the waistband of Tegan’s dress slacks. She was frantic now. Something inside her, unleashed and edging toward animalistic, urged her on. What reason did they have to be cautious or careful at this point? Logic was a farce in the face of need like this, scratching and crawling across her nerve endings, and rushing hot against her ear as she ran her lips along the curve of Tegan’s neck.
Pushing lower, she skimmed into the valley at the apex of trembling thighs. Tegan aided her endeavors by reaching between them, unclasping the button on her pants and drawing down the zipper, giving Brooke both the access and another healthy shot of arousal. She wanted this. Tegan wanted this. There was little else to be certain of, but she reveled in that singular truth as she slipped inside her.
Tegan nipped at Brooke’s ear. “Yes.”
Cupping her with her palm, she thrust as best she could with the heel of her hand grinding against Tegan’s need. She wanted it all, wanted her all, inside and out, and always.
She barely had the wherewithal to realize her mind had wandered into dangerous territory, and no capacity to care. “I have no control when I’m with you.”
“Good.” Tegan panted against her neck. “I never wanted control.”
Brooke pushed into her over and over as their rhythm and breath grew erratic, but she still managed to gasp out the question she most wanted answered. “What do you want?”
“Hmm?” Tegan’s head rolled slightly to the side even as she arched forward into Brooke’s palm.
“Please,” Brooke whispered. “Please tell me what you need most.”
Tegan’s hazel eyes flashed hypnotically under heavy lids as her lips parted. “Only you.”
Then she crashed. Waves of release shuddering against her as Brooke did her best to hold them both up through the physical and emotional onslaught rolling through them, until Tegan pitched fully forward into her arms and sagged.
Kissing her temple, her ear, her jaw, Brooke did her best to extract herself and ease Tegan over onto the couch. The move wasn’t as confident or as graceful as others they’d executed, and somehow, she ended up on her back with the most perfect body she’d ever been under resting lightly across hers. Tegan nuzzled into her neck, and with a dreamy little sigh, whispered, “I love you.”
Brooke’s heart stopped, or at least it felt that way. In all the breaks she’d suffered, all the shocks, all the times she’d tied herself in knots or had her feelings shred her insides, she wouldn’t have thought it possible to register an emotion more heart-wrenching, but there was no other way to describe the pain lancing through her chest as Tegan’s words raked across raw nerves.
All she could manage to do in response was to gasp a wildly insufficient, “No.”

“What?” Tegan glanced up, her cheek still pressed against Brooke’s chest, head too heavy to lift.
Brooke tensed underneath her. “No.”
A sliver of cold worked its way past Tegan’s postcoital flush. “No what?”
“Please don’t.”
She squinted up at the woman who still held her. “Don’t what?”
Brooke closed her eyes and tightened her jaw as if steeling herself for a punch, and Tegan understood.
“Don’t love you?”
Brooke slipped out from under her, the withdrawal awkward on both physical and emotional levels, forcing Tegan to sit up long before her body or her brain wanted to.
“We made a mistake.” Brooke ran trembling hands through her own hair, as if smoothing the mussed-up strands could make any of this more orderly. “I made a mistake.”
“No,” Tegan croaked, trying to find her voice. “You were right the first time. We made a mistake. I’ve been here the whole time. You don’t get to take credit for everything.”
Brooke looked like she might argue, then shook her head. “I’m not interested in ascribing blame, but we’re in agreement about the mistake part—”
“I agree we took a wrong turn. I don’t believe it happened tonight, or last weekend. I’ve been thinking nonstop for days, and when I sift through the sum total of all we’ve done, the only moment I can summon any real regret for is the moment I chose keeping my job here over pursuing the possibility of a relationship with you.”
Brooke looked taken aback, and for a second, Tegan thought maybe she’d stumped her. Under normal circumstances, she would’ve paused, given the woman across from her a chance to collect her thoughts or formulate a response. But tonight she wasn’t a therapist sitting across from a client or a colleague. She was a woman sitting across from the person she desperately wanted to see her, hear her, love her, so she rushed forward into the open space between them. “I was so caught up in the future I’d been looking forward to, and when Gillian asked me what I wanted, I gave the answer I’d given for years. I looked right past you to some dream life I’d never had instead of grabbing onto the best thing I’d ever actually held.”
Brooke shook her head slowly, as if trying to make sense of Tegan’s words.
“I should’ve paused. I should’ve stopped and actually considered my options.”
“You didn’t have any options.”
“I did. But I was afraid of them. When you’ve been on the same path for so long, working and dreaming and focusing to a fault, it’s hard to swerve into something unknown. I’m not a spontaneous person, but the one time I let myself live in the moment with you was the best moment of my life. I hate that when push came to shove, I reached for security instead of magic.”
Brooke took her hand. “Please don’t go back and second-guess. You made the right call. I’m the one who couldn’t—”
“No, you don’t get to go back unless I do. This is an amazing job, but there are thousands of jobs in the world. What we’ve had together from the moment we met is one in a million. I should’ve stopped the world to grab it. I should’ve put my career on hold. That’s what I want to do now. I’ve got a month’s rent saved up. I’ve waited tables before. I can do it again. I’ll start over with a new practice next year.”
“Absolutely not.” Brooke found her voice, and all the force of her convictions behind it. “You’re already halfway there. You’ve worked and waited too long. You already feel painfully behind. You cannot stop the clock again for some woman you’ve slept with three times.”
“You’re not some random woman I happen to have slept with, Brooke. Don’t make it about that. We’re magnetic. You’ve become my sounding board, my confidante, my comfort, the person I want most to see, to turn to, to reach for. Who would choose a job over that?”
“It’s not just a job, it’s a passion and a dream and your chance to build your own life, your own identity.”
“And it’ll still be here in a couple of years if I pause my path forward to follow the one leading to us.”
“That’s exactly what I don’t want to happen,” Brooke shouted.
The gravity of the statement and Brooke’s raised voice finally broke through Tegan’s frantic pleading.
“I’m sorry.” Brooke lowered her register. “I’m so sorry for all of this. I can’t believe I’ve become this person.”
“You’re a good person.”
“Good people don’t do this. And if you were looking at the situation clearly, you’d see we both escaped too much to play the fool and throw everything away for the vague possibility of a relationship with so much stacked against it.”
Tegan’s stomach turned. She didn’t want to talk about odds. “What if you have it backwards? What if we’re silly fools to throw away something amazing for a job?”
“Maybe I could justify things if we were talking about a job, but we both know there’s a ton of other factors. Tegan, you’re so young.”
“I’m older than—”
Brooke held up a hand. “Young is more than age. You’re starting your own life after having so many other people and circumstances jerk you around for too long. You don’t need to be tied down or tied up with someone who has the power to snatch away everything you carved out for yourself.”
“That’s never who you’ve been.” Tegan’s heart ached at the idea of Brooke breaking her down. “I hate that I didn’t see those things on day one, but it’s not too late to make a different decision.”
She looked at Tegan like she’d lost her mind, or maybe like Brooke was losing her own. “No. Don’t you understand how far past day one we have come?”
“Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” She tried to squeeze the hand she still held, but Brooke stood and backed away as if Tegan had suddenly sprouted a second head or told her she could fly.
“You’re incredibly naïve.”
Tegan winced at the dismissiveness of the comment, but Brooke kept pushing.
“This right here”—she gestured between them—“is why all the rules and boundaries we blew past exist.”
Tegan rose and tried to laugh the idea off, but the sound came out strangled, so she tried again. “The rules exist to protect me from being taken advantage of, but I don’t need protecting from you.”
“You aren’t thinking clearly. You don’t even realize what you’re seriously considering. And the fact that you’ve offered to put your life and dreams on hold, possibly damaging your career forever, suggests you absolutely do need protecting. Maybe we both do. Maybe we need to be protected from ourselves, because literally no one in the world would think we are a good idea.”
Tegan winced again. She hadn’t exactly thought Brooke would throw caution to the wind, but the longer this went on and the more vehement she became, the more her arguments stung. “I think we’re a good idea.”
“Last week you were fighting off depression over how deeply you wanted to be further along in your career, in your life. Now you’re ready to make a decision that undercuts everything you’ve ever done and everything you ever hoped to do over one admittedly amazing night?”
“That’s not fair,” she finally snapped back. “I’m not a child, and it’s not one night. Strictly speaking, it’s been two nights and an evening now, but more so, it’s car rides and conversations, and learning and growing. It’s seeing each other with our hair down and guard down and vulnerable. It’s exploring pasts and sharing dreams for the future.”
Brooke sank back onto the couch. “You’re right.”
“I am?”
“Yes.”
The corners of Tegan’s mouth curled up.
“That’s not a good thing,” Brooke said. “Fuck, Tegan, I’ve been in this field long enough to understand how complicated relationships get under the best of circumstances. I spend every day watching people work and fight and struggle, even without age gaps and ethical constraints and different stages of life.”
“Don’t you think maybe you have a skewed sense of those challenges because of what we do all day? Of course relationships look like a ton of work to you. They are literally what you do for work, but it’s never been that way for us. We’re easy, Brooke.”
Brooke laughed outright. “Are you really in so far over your head, you can’t see which way is up. Easy? Now you’re edging into ridiculous.”
Tegan clenched her jaw and glanced away. Brooke had never spoken to her that way. Protective, yes, but never patronizing.
“Tegan,” Brooke whispered.
“No. Don’t break my heart, then say my name like you care about my feelings.”
“I do care about your feelings, your dreams, your future. I can’t stand the thought of you throwing it away for me. I couldn’t have you in my bed every night and then send you to wait tables every day, always knowing you’re supposed to be here, knowing all the clients who deserve you, knowing the difference you could make.”
“That’s not your decision to make.” Tegan remembered Naomi’s words, and her anger flared for the first time. “I’ve earned the right to choose for myself. You want to talk about what I deserve? I deserve the right to choose consent.”
“But, you’re not just making this choice for you. You’re making it because of me, and I can’t live with you burying yourself under a mountain of red flags on my account.” Brooke seemed to bite back a sob as she stood again. “I won’t let myself become some silly, lovestruck stereotype, and I absolutely refuse to turn you into one.”
“Also not your choice.”
“It is,” Brooke said resolutely, “because if you insist on being willfully blind to the risks, the challenges, the consequences, that’s not informed consent. I’ve seen how this ends.”
“No, you haven’t!” Tegan exploded. “You’re not clairvoyant. You’re good at reading signs and people, but you said yourself, you don’t know how anything ends. No one does. It’s entirely up to two people.”
“And I’m one of the people here, Tegan.” Brooke matched her in both vehemence and volume. “I’ve already lived in your shoes. Please let me protect you from what I went through.”
“You’re not!” Tegan clenched her fists and took only the shallow breath her constricted chest would allow. “You’re not protecting me from what you went through, because I’m not you, and you’re not him.”
Brooke looked away, but not before Tegan saw the tears shimmering in her eyes.
“Please,” she begged as she reached out to her again. “Stay here with me. There’s no threat in this room. You’re not protecting me, you’re just stripping me of my agency.”
Brooke took a step back toward the door. “I can’t make that choice.”
“Then let me make it. Let me consent to you. You deserved better back then. You deserved space and respect and trust and the chance to know your own mind before you made a life-altering decision, but you’ve already given me that. I know what I want, and I want you.”
“I’m sorry,” Brooke whispered.
“Why?”
“Because I’m never going to be the person who’s able to give you that.”
Tegan sagged as a piece of her finally broke. She had to place one hand against the wall to help prop herself up, her legs no longer able to bear the weight of her breaking heart. Tegan fought the urge to crumple. Brooke clearly already thought her silly and childish. She didn’t want to melt down and confirm those suspicions.
“I’m so sorry,” Brooke tried again.
“Just not sorry enough to trust me.”
“I do. It’s not about … you have to understand where I’m coming from.”
“I get it. God, I can’t believe I didn’t get it sooner, really. All the talk about work and red flags.” She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold back the tears and the memories alike. “It’s all too much, and still not enough. I am too much, and still not enough to risk it, to work for it, to take the chance of looking foolish for.”
“No.” This time when Brooke reached for her, it was Tegan’s turn to pull away.
“Stop,” she commanded, her voice strong now, not with purpose, but pain. “Don’t touch me.”
Brooke heeded the command, either out of respect or some of that professional ethic so deeply ingrained. “You are not too little or too much. You are so profoundly worthy. You are good and strong and beautiful and—”
“Not enough to be trusted. Not enough to be believed. Not enough to be allowed to choose for myself, and still too much to risk a nice, steady, politely palatable existence for.”
“That’s not what’s happening.”
“For you,” Tegan corrected. “That’s not what’s happening here for you. But it’s what’s happening to me … again. You don’t want to go back, so I will have to, because you might get to make this choice, for me, for you, for us, but you don’t get to say what it means. You don’t get to decide what I make of it for myself. You’re not the only one with trauma or fear or shame. You’re just the one refusing to deal with it, and that actually is your choice to make, but you don’t get to tell me how to feel about it.”
“I never wanted to hurt you. I’ve fought against that so hard. I’ve fought for you. I’m still trying to fight for you.”
“No, you are surrendering for me. I know the difference. I have plenty of experience with being left.” She took a shuddering breath and felt her breakdown edging ever closer. “And if you have any genuine shred of respect for me and my process, you will allow me to withdraw consent for this conversation and trust me enough to handle my own grief now.”
Brooke hesitated long enough to make Tegan worry she might drag things out longer, but instead she only sighed. “I do trust you.”
“Then let me be the one to walk away this time.”
She opened her mouth, but no words came out. Either unable or unwilling to stop her, Brooke finally nodded, and Tegan nearly crumbled at the finality of it all.
Turning on wobbly legs, she used sheer force of will to put one foot in front of the other. She felt her way across the few steps needed to reach her office, eyes too full of tears to see straight. Then pushing the door closed behind her, as if she could somehow shut the pain outside, she collapsed into her chair and finally let herself sob.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Brooke wanted to crawl away. She’d made the right decision, but she couldn’t sit in this godforsaken office and listen to Tegan cry on the other side of the wall. Each jagged breath was another needle under her skin, so she collected her purse and keys and blindly headed for the door.
She’d done the right thing. Or at least she was trying to do it now. That’s what she told herself with each step she put between them, but Tegan’s words haunted her as she pushed herself down the hallway.
It wasn’t just wrecking her to have upset Tegan. She could handle sad and hurt, but the coldness, the hardness in her voice at the end made her sound closed off in a way Brooke had never seen from her before. She didn’t want that. She hadn’t wanted any of this.
Maybe she should go back and … She shook her head and caught the scent of Tegan and sex still clinging to her hair. God, she had wanted that. She’d wanted too much of what had happened between them. She still wanted it, wanted Tegan, deeply, desperately, consumingly. If she went back now, she would cave again. She had to keep walking.
She couldn’t trust her own judgment. Neither of them could. They needed space and time to reassert the boundaries. She had to do right by the woman crying softly behind her, no matter what it cost.
Brooke stepped into the cold dark of the Buffalo night, and it felt fitting to let the wind hit her in the face. She breathed deeply, pulling the sting of it into her lungs until she reached her car.
Her hands shook as she fumbled with the key, bringing back a visceral memory of their first night together when she’d taken the keys from Tegan’s trembling hands. The pain sliced through her so sharply, she barely made it into the car before collapsing over the steering wheel.
“You’re doing the right thing,” she said aloud, but the pain in her chest suggested otherwise. She counted her breath, in for four, hold for four, out for four, hold for four, but her heart rate continued to rise. She teetered on the verge of an all-out panic attack, and knowing the signs did little to help her curb the onslaught.
“Come on. Breathe, think, name five things you can see.” She coached herself as she glanced around to find visual anchors. “The dashboard of the car. The glow of a streetlight … Tommy opening the door to the office.”
Suddenly, everything went completely still in her mind.
She hadn’t locked the door.
She glanced at the clock. Seven-forty-five at night. It wasn’t an unreasonable time for an appointment, but Tegan wouldn’t have let things go where they had between them if she’d been expecting a client … especially that client.
A million excuses ran through her mind, most of them in Tegan’s voice, begging her to trust her, to respect her, to leave her to manage her own grief. What kind of person would override all those requests to insert her own concerns yet again, to force herself and her ideas of what Tegan should or shouldn’t do, but the longer she sat staring at the door, the more sure she became.
An eerie certainty came over her.
She pulled out her phone and shot a quick text to Robin. “Might have an unauthorized client in the building. If you don’t hear from me in ten minutes, call for help.”
Then before Robin could respond or tell her not to engage, she hopped out of the car.
Entering the building as quietly as her rapid breathing and three-inch heels on the tile floor would allow, she made brief note of the empty waiting room and deserted hallway.
Tegan’s door was closed all the way, and she couldn’t hear anyone talking, not even a murmur, which made the situation feel infinitely more sinister.
Raising her hand, she knocked lightly. “Tegan?”
At first, there was no answer, another bad sign.
“Tegan, I need to come in for a second.”
“I’m with a client,” Tegan called. “Can you come back in a bit?”
She shook her head. “Sorry, I need to see you real quick.”
There was an awkward pause, and Brooke placed her hand on the doorknob. So much for honoring consent. She was about to barge in when the door creaked open, barely enough to see Tegan’s face, but nothing else in the room.
Brooke’s heart constricted at the red rims around her eyes and faint smudges of mascara. “Yes?”
“I need to come in.”
Tegan’s jaw tightened. “I’ve got it under control.”
Brooke took a deep, slow breath at the subtle confirmation there was a situation in need of controlling.
Panic gripped her chest the way it had only threatened to outside. If she backed away now, she could call for help. It was the most logical thing to do and would alert the authorities much quicker than if Robin waited the originally requested ten minutes, but the thought of Tegan alone in the room with Tommy for the time it would take for help to arrive felt so wildly unacceptable, her whole body rebelled.
Protocol or not, she wanted to scream, to kick, to choose violence over any option that left this beautiful, strong, perfect woman in danger of hurt or fear or even having to face something horrible alone.
Another shot of pain pulled her out of her whirring brain. Why hadn’t she realized those things ten minutes earlier? Why hadn’t she been willing to chuck the playbook of best practices when she’d had the chance to show up for her before? Or better yet, when Tegan had said she loved her? Why couldn’t she have said it back? It was the truth, and even the faintest possibility she might never get to say it made her want to rip the door off its hinges with her bare hands.
“Brooke,” Tegan whispered, “it’s okay.”
She shook her head. “I’m so sorry.”
“Now’s not the time for this conversation.”
“Open the door,” Brooke whispered.
“Go ahead,” a voice from behind her said, and Tegan closed her eyes tightly, a wave of fear that hadn’t been there seconds earlier cascading over her previously stoic features.
“If she wants in so fucking bad, let her join us.” Tommy’s voice was as hard as steel. Then, with a rustle behind Tegan, the door jerked open wide to reveal him standing behind her.
He leered at Brooke, smile wide but predatory, eyes full of defiance as he towered over Tegan’s smaller form.
Brooke took him in, from the ruddy cheeks suggesting anger or alcohol, the forward hunch of his shoulders, the white knuckles of his tight grip on the door. She catalogued each detail as if working out some calculus until he shifted slightly, bringing his other hand into view and allowing her to catch a glimpse of the large switchblade he clasped between him and Tegan.
“You’ve inserted yourself plenty of other times,” Tommy said with an icy calm. “Might as well witness this part, too.”

Tegan wanted to scream.
To cry again.
To beg Tommy not to bring Brooke into this.
And while she was yelling, she might’ve also directed some of her fury at Brooke, because as much as she didn’t want to concede any points to the man holding them at knifepoint, he wasn’t wrong about Brooke inserting herself again instead of trusting Tegan to handle a situation.
As Tommy nudged her back out of the doorway and beckoned Brooke forward with the blade, however, she wasn’t sure she had been handling it very well.
Tegan had still been crying when he came in. She hadn’t even heard him approach until he pushed open the door. Everything had happened so fast, she’d barely begun to assess her options by the time Brooke arrived, and then she could process only a desperate desire to spare her.
God, a part of her wanted to say Brooke had brought this on herself, but she didn’t even have it in her. Not now. Not with her in danger, looking brave and calm and stoic as Tommy turned into exactly the person Brooke had warned Tegan about all along.
“Fuck,” Tegan whispered.
Tommy laughed as he pointed for Brooke to move over near Tegan. “Sounds about right. Or maybe ‘fucked up,’ because that’s the state of my life now.”
“Okay,” Brooke said, in an only slightly tighter tone than she used in work mode. “Why don’t you tell us more?”
“Sit down,” he snapped, and dropped into Tegan’s chair, scooting it over a few inches to block the door. “I like this spot better. You two on the couch, and keep your hands where I can see them.”
Tegan did as instructed, but Brooke moved to slip her phone into her pocket first.
“Not a chance,” he said quickly. “Drop it on the floor.”
Brooke nodded and turned it face down, then laid it carefully on the carpet between them before stepping back.
“Sit next to her.” Tommy motioned toward Tegan again. “See if you like how it feels to be helpless on pins and needles while someone grills you.”
Brooke did as instructed, scooting close enough for her leg to brush up against Tegan’s, offering both a sliver of warmth and barest hint of connection. Tegan hated herself for wanting more even after begging her to leave seconds ago.
“Do you like that?” Tommy asked with a bit more force.
Tegan sighed. “I’m having rather complex emotions right now.”
“I bet you are.” He sneered, but she continued as evenly as she could.
“You caught me off guard, which was clearly your intent, but you didn’t have to. If you’d told me you needed an appointment, I would’ve scheduled some time with you, either individually or with Virginia.”
“Virginia left me, and don’t act like you didn’t know.”
Tegan shook her head slowly. “I did not, but you don’t have to believe me. I imagine you’re feeling a lot of complex things, too.”
“Bullshit. I don’t want to talk about ‘complex’ anymore.”
“What would you like to talk about?” Tegan asked.
He shifted in the seat, looking more agitated by the second. “Why’d you fuck up my marriage?”
“Can you tell us a little more specifically what we’re being accused of?” Brooke edged in.
“No!” he snapped. “I’m not answering any more questions from you. You’re going to answer mine now.”
Tegan held up her hands. “Okay. Tommy, look at me. I’m right here, and I’m ready to work through anything you need.”
He glanced from Brooke to Tegan and back again warily, and all Tegan could process was her desire to keep his attention focused on her instead of the woman beside her.
“Brooke wasn’t in my last session with Virginia.”
He turned more fully to her.
“My colleague Robin sat in, and while I cannot divulge specifics from someone else’s confidential session, I feel safe saying at no time did anyone tell her to leave you.”
“Well, she fucking did.” His voice caught, and he grimaced before continuing with more force. “Went right back to her daddy’s house, even though she knows he’s always hated me. Nothing I’ve ever done has been good enough. No matter how hard I tried, he never respected me. Do you know how that feels?”
Brooke leaned forward slightly. “Tommy, I hear you—”
“No.” He cut her off. “I don’t want you to hear. I want you to feel. I want to know you feel as horrible and worthless as I do. I want you to know what it’s like to look at someone you love more than anything in the whole world and know your best isn’t good enough. Do you feel that?”
“I do,” Tegan said firmly.
He eyed her suspiciously, and she felt Brooke’s eyes on her, too, but she carried on. “I’m serious. I’m living it now.”
He snorted.
“Again, you don’t have to believe me”—her voice cracked, and she willed herself not to glance at Brooke—“but if you’re asking if I’ve been vulnerable only to get gutted and shattered, the answer is yes.”
He regarded her carefully, seeming to really notice her for the first time. “Were you crying?”
“Yes. Your timing is impeccable. I was trying to pull myself together when you got here, but, honestly, I’ve been racked with fear and insecurity all week long. Then today …” The emotions caught in her throat, blocking the words, and she couldn’t believe she was getting choked up about a breakup while a client held her at knifepoint.
Still, the show of raw emotion seemed to dull his anger, or at least surprise him enough to give pause. “Someone rejected you?”
“To my core.”
Brooke shifted slightly, but at least this time she couldn’t argue, because the flash of something pensive in Tommy’s expression was the most sedate he’d been thus far. If not for the weapon between them all, Tegan might’ve even taken some enjoyment in having such a captive audience for her anguish.
“What’d you do?” Tommy grumbled. “Did you, like, fight or make a grand gesture or something?”
Tegan felt a stab of judgment, maybe not even from him, but inside herself. “I made myself vulnerable. I did my best to make my feelings known calmly and clearly.”
He rolled his eyes. “Sounds weak.”
“Yeah, well, I didn’t pull a knife on anyone if that’s the standard we’re up against,” she bit back.
Tommy laughed lightly. “And why not?”
“Because you can’t make someone love you at the point of a blade.”
“So, what?” He sounded sullen again. “You roll over and wait to die? Fuck that. I’m not a pussy.”
“Being vulnerable is the opposite of weakness.” Tegan sighed. “It’s courageous.”
“We have different definitions of courage.”
“We do indeed.” She hazarded a pointed glance at Brooke, who sat perfectly still and heart-wrenchingly beautiful. “We probably all have a different understanding of honor and respect, too. But you can’t be any of those things without risk, and that’s where vulnerability comes in.”
His hand tightened around the knife again. “There go your ten-dollar words. It’s all bullshit.”
“I don’t believe that,” Tegan said evenly enough. “You know exactly how vulnerability feels. You’re stewing in it.”
“Vulnerability just means you’re open to the risk of getting hurt,” Brooke supplied. “Sort of like us sitting here right now, which I think was your original intention, right? You felt vulnerable in this space, and you wanted us to feel the same way.”
“At least I’m showing some backbone.”
“Because you’re going to stab someone for having the audacity to model real courage?” Brooke pushed.
He laughed bitterly.
“She’s right.” Tegan cut back in. “Vulnerability, by definition, is courageous. It’s knowing you might get hurt and accepting the risk. Courage is a firefighter knowing he’s vulnerable to getting burned and still running into the building. It’s soldiers knowing they’re vulnerable to getting shot and still marching into battle. It’s knowing the woman you love enough to put your whole life on the line for might not feel the same way and still handing her your heart anyway.”
“What about when she throws it back at you?”
“That’s the risk you assumed.” Tears stung Tegan’s eyes. “A soldier isn’t any less brave for getting shot, and you aren’t any less worthy for having your heart broken. And no matter what anyone else says, I’m no less capable of making that choice for myself simply because someone doesn’t think I should.”
“You’re better for it,” Brooke whispered.
“What?” Tommy asked, and Tegan dared to turn away from his knife long enough to look at her.
At first glance, Brooke’s expression remained neutral, but her throat visibly constricted as if she were fighting to get the words out, or maybe to hold something in. “You’re better for being able to sit in your discomfort and not project your fear and hurt onto someone else. It doesn’t make you less worthy, it makes you more … more everything.”
“Oh, for fuck’s sake, it’s you.” Tommy’s voice filled with annoyance. “You’re the one who shattered her? Is that even allowed?”
“No.” Brooke’s head dropped, her chin going all the way to her chest as if the summation was the final weight she couldn’t bear. “None of it’s allowed, or fair, or right. I failed her in every possible way.”
“Hey,” Tegan said quickly, the sight of Brooke folding over, surrendering, too much for even her broken heart to bear. “We’re not doing that. We’re not casting blame. I made my choice, and I want to be respected for that, which means I have to respect Brooke’s right to make her own decisions, too, no matter how bad it hurts, and God, it hurts so freaking bad I can barely breathe, but we’re not handing down our hurt.”
He rolled his eyes.
“Listen.” She turned back to him. “It’s horrible, but it’s true. You might pass pain on to someone you’re trying to control, but not to someone you love, and I love this woman.”
Tegan took a shallow, shuddering breath and rested a hand lightly atop Brooke’s leg. “I’m sorry I didn’t respect your boundaries earlier. I love you enough to manage my pain. I’m strong enough to do that, and you are, too, Tommy.”
He didn’t respond.
“Tommy?” She glanced over to see him holding dead still. The only thing he’d moved was the knife.
Now, instead of pointing it at them, he held the blade across his own wrist.

Tegan’s hand tightened on Brooke’s leg, and she glanced up, hoping to see some modicum of understanding, or some sense the two of them hadn’t gone too far to recover some sort of relationship if they got out of this horror show. Instead, Tegan wasn’t looking at her at all. The full intensity of those hazel eyes focused across the room, and as much as Brooke didn’t want to turn away from her ever again, she followed her line of sight, and her stomach sank.
Tommy had the blade pressed lightly to his radial artery, and they all stared at the place where metal met skin. Suddenly, she could feel her own pulse points throbbing.
“I didn’t really want to hurt anyone else,” Tommy finally whispered.
“That’s a great place to start,” Brooke said slowly.
He shook his head. “I know Virginia’s too good for me. I think I always knew, but facing it’s too hard, you know?”
“I know it might feel that way.” Brooke vaguely registered the way Tegan’s fingers still dug into her thigh.
“I’m not a bad person.” He wasn’t even talking to them now as much as to himself. “I mean, maybe I am. I know you think I am, coming here with a knife, but I needed answers before I … before I ...”
“Before you kill yourself?” Brooke called it out, knowing intellectually that giving voice to the words was more likely to strip the moment of its charge than to escalate it.
“I can’t feel this way anymore, being all raw and hurt and whatever you call it.”
“Vulnerable?”
“Sure.” He snorted as if he still found the concept a bit ridiculous. “I’d rather die than live the rest of my life like this.”
“Okay, that’s two options, both of which sound permanent. What if there are other ones?” Brooke hazarded a quick glance at Tegan, who met her gaze with a heartrending mix of fear and faith.
She still trusts me.
The realization hit with almost unbearable force, and it knocked something loose inside her. “Tegan told you she understood your pain, and I’m done telling her what she does or doesn’t feel, but Tommy, you and I are in much more similar positions than either of us is to her.”
He shook his head, either not understanding or not wanting to.
“We’re both running scared. We’re both standing on the edge of doing something we can’t take back. Time is running out. It might already be up for me, but you can still turn around.”
He lifted his eyes for the first time since she’d started talking, and she took that as a sign he was at least listening.
“The police will come through the door in a few minutes.” She laid her cards on the table. “I alerted a colleague to an unauthorized person in the building before I came in.”
When the news didn’t get much reaction, Brooke feared he was past the point of caring, but she wasn’t. “I don’t know what’ll happen. I suspect they’ll see this as a hostage situation, and then all our choices will be gone. You’ll forever be the person who held people at knifepoint. Maybe they’ll shoot you, maybe they’ll take you to jail, I don’t know, but it’ll be out of our hands, and I’ve had enough of throwing away my choices or pawning them off on the authorities or blaming other people.”
He shook his head.
“You already said you don’t want to die any more than I do, but I’m right there with you about being afraid to go on living the way we have been. So, what if you and I choose different options now?”
“I don’t know how.”
“Yeah, me neither.” She laughed nervously. “I made a terrible decision before you got here.”
This time when he met her eyes, he held her gaze, showing clearly how terrified and lost he’d probably been for a long time. Her empathy response kicked in full force. “I care about you, Tommy. Hell, I identify with you more than I’d like to, and I can tell you I messed up so badly today. I didn’t even realize how much until you came in and forced me to see exactly what I stand to lose.”
“You’re welcome,” he said without a hint of affect.
“Yeah, I’m not going so far as to thank you, but I desperately need to believe we can both still hop off our respective tracks.”
“It’s too late. You just said the police are coming.” He gestured to the knife again. “Either I do this or they do.”
“Or,” Brooke cut back in quickly, “we all meet them at the door and tell them the truth.”
“What truth?”
“You’re in crisis, and you came to the only place you could think of to get the answers you need. You brought the knife to showcase how close you were to self-harm, but you didn’t want to hurt anyone else.”
“Then what happens?”
“You’ll go to a hospital instead of jail or a morgue. You’ll have hard conversations. Every part of it will be hard, honestly, but sometimes hard things are worth doing. I forgot that for a while.”
“Easy for you to say.” He seemed as if he wanted to spit the words, but weariness had replaced bitterness.
“You’re right. Your path is harder than mine in some ways, but at least you get to make your choice entirely on your own. The same cannot be said for the conversations I need to have.”
He glanced from her to Tegan. “So, I have to go to a hospital, and you get to stay here and make up with her?”
Brooke sighed. “I’ll try, but you’re not the only one who crossed lines tonight. I said pretty horrible things, and I actually did hurt someone else, but unlike you, this was not my first offense. I did everything wrong, again, and worse than ever before. I’ll do my best to apologize and offer explanations, knowing they’re insufficient. Tegan has no reason to put any faith in me. I have no more solutions than I had an hour ago, and I’m still terrified. There will likely be groveling and maybe begging for help, I don’t know, but I am certain I no longer want to accept the choices I boxed myself into before you showed up. I want a different outcome.”
He shrugged. “What if she tells you none of that’s good enough?”
She met Tegan’s eyes for as long as she dared. “I will respect her right to choose, whatever that choice may be.”
He shivered. “I think I’d rather go to the hospital than risk getting hurt like that again.”
Brooke nodded slowly, not disagreeing with him. “That’s a choice you get to make.”
Down the hall, the front door creaked open, and his shoulders sagged. “There’s my ride.”
“Tommy, can you put the knife on the floor?” she asked softly.
He bit his lower lip and tightened his fingers around the handle.
“If you’re brave enough to do that, you won’t have to do the rest of it alone.”
His eyes filled with tears and his jaw flexed enough to make Brooke worry his defiance might make a dangerous resurgence, but he dropped the knife onto the rug between them.
Tegan eased forward carefully but quickly and collected it before calling, “We’re in here. We’re all safe.”
From there, everything happened in rapid succession.
There were police, followed by EMTs, followed by a nearly distraught Robin. Statements were made, paperwork filed, phone calls, referrals, reports, and so many signatures. At some point, Tegan stepped away to talk to Tommy, her compassion evident even from across the room as she bent close enough to ping Brooke’s defenses. It wasn’t that Brooke didn’t trust Tegan so much as she didn’t trust herself to face the full scope of how close she’d come to losing her.
As if sensing the intensity of Brooke’s need radiating off her, Tegan straightened and gave her a weak smile before turning to speak with one of the EMTs.
“Big night.” Robin placed a hand gently on Brooke’s shoulder.
“Yeah, I’m just glad it turned out okay.”
“Did it?” Robin asked.
“I’m sure there will be plenty of follow-up tomorrow, but for tonight, Tommy’s secure.”
“I was absolutely not talking about him,” Robin said. “Did you get jarred into a happy ending?”
“Oh.” Brooke glanced away, but Robin caught her with a heavily casted arm around her shoulder and reeled her in close. “How long have you known?”
“Well, the polite answer would be to say ‘I can’t know anything until you tell me,’ but the honest answer would be I was 99 percent sure you two had knocked boots on your road trip about thirty seconds after you arrived on Monday.”
Brooke’s face flamed. “And you didn’t say anything for days?”
Robin laughed. “I’m the cool friend, not the narc friend. Besides, you two are the best. I have complete faith in your ability to make it work.”
“What if we can’t?”
Robin shrugged. “You love her?”
“Yes.”
“And she loves you?”
She nodded.
“Then you’ll figure it out.” Robin released her as Tegan came within earshot. “Hey T-Rex.”
Tegan smiled sleepily. “Thanks for saving us.”
“Don’t get me wrong, I would’ve absolutely kicked in the door if the police hadn’t forcibly held me back, but I think you two saved yourselves.”
“Tegan didn’t need saving.” Brooke’s chest constricted. “She was already handling things fine when I got here.”
“Then why did you feel the need to burst in when I told you not to?” Tegan asked.
“Because I needed to tell you something.”
“What’s that?”
“That I love you.” Brooke’s voice cracked. “I love you, and the thought of losing you made me lose my mind. The second I realized he was in there with you, something snapped in me, and when I saw the knife, I would’ve traded my soul to put myself between the two of you. All the things I’d been afraid of five minutes earlier suddenly seemed stupid and vain and empty and worthless, and you were right.”
Tegan bit her lip and arched an eyebrow. “About?”
“You don’t need to be protected from anything. We have everything we need when we’re together, and we’ll figure out everything else, together.” Brooke threw up her hands. “We just faced a man with a knife together. We did that. You talked him down so beautifully. You were open and raw, and did I mention beautiful? I’m so sorry I didn’t see sooner. You have been so brave this whole time I’ve known you.”
“Me? You’re the one who brought him around, and you shouldn’t have even had to, because you tried to warn me. God, you knew he was dangerous from day one, but I wouldn’t listen. I missed so many signs. He was going to … God, I wasn’t ever afraid for me, but I thought he would—” All the blood drained from her face. “I thought I was about to watch someone die, and you stepped right up to the plate. You offered him a way out. You saved his life.”
“I just told him the truth.”
The corner of Tegan’s mouth quirked up. “Even the part about you needing to grovel?”
“Especially that part. Please, Tegan.” Brooke’s voice cracked again. “Please forgive me for being such a wretched coward, for not trusting you, for making you believe even for a second that you weren’t worth fighting for, worth loving completely. I think I’ve been in love with you from the first moment you kissed me months ago. That’s the truth.”
“That’s enough for me.” Tegan cupped Brooke’s face in her hands, running a thumb along her cheek and across her lower lip.
“I still don’t know what we’ll do about the rest of it.”
“No, but I have faith in us to figure it out.”
Brooke leaned forward until their foreheads touched. “I have faith in us, too.”
“I have faith in you both, too, for what it’s worth,” Robin added.
They both turned as if they’d forgotten she was there.
“Thanks, Robin,” Tegan laughed. “Want to call Gillian for us?”
“Oh shit.” Brooke sagged against her. “Gillian.”
“One problem at a time.” Robin pushed off the wall she’d leaned against. “We’ve still got forty-eight hours before Gilly gets home, and a solid twelve hours before any of us need to be back here tomorrow. I’m not about to tell you how to spend that time, but if you need suggestions ...”
Brooke laughed. “I do not.”
“Attagirl.” Robin waggled her eyebrows suggestively and raised the hand that wasn’t in a cast. “High five!”
Brooke rolled her eyes, but then catching Tegan around her waist, she kissed her on the mouth and realized if there’d ever been a moment worth celebrating, this was it.
With her lips still pressed to Tegan’s, she reached over and slapped Robin’s palm with her own.

“So, let me make sure I understand the sequence of events correctly.” Gillian paused and rubbed her hands over her face. Tegan might’ve felt sorry for her if she was capable of feeling anything other than love or adoration for the woman currently sitting next to her and holding her hand.
“Deep breaths, Gilly. If I can do this, you can, too.” Brooke urged her on.
“Okay, the two of you had sexual contact on the work-sponsored conference trip, and you did so without discussing a future together. Then, when you got back, you had another sexual encounter in, um—” She cleared her throat. “At the office, after which you decided to end the relationship.”
“Brooke decided to end it without my consent,” Tegan corrected.
“Right, valiant attempt to reassert ethical boundaries you’d already blown past multiple times, my friend. Then, later that evening, after a suicidal hostage-type situation, you decided you actually would like to pursue a romantic relationship, which you got started on immediately.”
“Excellent summation,” Tegan said.
“Anything I missed?”
“Yeah.” Brooke squeezed Tegan’s hand. “I’m in love with her. Stupidly, ridiculously, beyond all reason in love, and I no longer wish to pretend I can approximate professional neutrality.”
“Oh, that is so very noted, and at some point, when my brain stops hemorrhaging, you and I are going to have the biggest I-told-you-so moment of our friendship thus far. For now, let me try to remain the only person in this room still trying to compartmentalize my professional relationships and my personal ones.”
Brooke grimaced slightly, and Tegan fought the urge to squirm. She had plenty of practice sitting with discomfort, both her own and other people’s, but she found those skills especially tested when it came to the woman she loved, so she rushed to the next part. “We know things can’t continue at work the way they have so far.”
“Another brilliant understatement.” Gillian sighed. “Please tell me you don’t intend to leave it at that, because I’ve been back from vacation for all of two hours, and I’m already ready to go back and never return again at the prospect of having to untangle this knot.”
“We’ve got ideas,” Brooke offered, “but we wanted to hear what you decided about the teaching position first.”
Gillian rolled her eyes. “Are you suggesting I take it and run away from this business forever? Because as tempting as that sounds, I emailed Maura this morning and turned down the job. I thought my attention would be better served in this office, which apparently is a truer statement than even I realized.”
“What if I took it?” Brooke asked.
“Took what?”
“Teaching.” Brooke glanced at Tegan, who merely nodded her support. “I’ve been living on the edge of burnout for a while, even before Tegan came along. I don’t want to leave the practice indefinitely, but maybe looking at the profession from a different angle for the next six months will remind me of the excitement I had for the field when I first started.”
Gillian sat back to ponder the idea before turning to Tegan. “And you’d stay?”
She shifted slightly in her seat, but Brooke held onto her a little tighter. “If you don’t see anything in my conduct that would keep me from finishing my pre-licensure process?”
“I haven’t even begun to sort out who broke which boundaries here.”
“But we disclosed the moment you were back in town and fully caffeinated.”
Gillian raised her coffee mug. “There’s not enough cappuccino in the world, but I appreciate the consideration, and I do appreciate how the circumstances around the time of the reveal got complicated.”
“We also reported to Robin on Wednesday,” Tegan offered.
Gillian glanced at Brooke. “Oh, I bet that was fun.”
Brooke snorted. “I high-fived her.”
“Seriously?” Gillian finally cracked a smile. “I’m gone for one week and everything goes to hell.”
“Which is why I need to be the one to go this time,” Brooke said softly. “I promise I’m not leaving forever.”
“Don’t make any more promises you can’t keep, Brookes.”
“Right. I don’t intend to leave forever, but I’m damn near desperate to do right by everyone here, and while this solution isn’t perfect, it’s a good and honest start. Spring semester runs January through May. I’ll have two months to make client referrals and talk to Maura about specifics of the course requirements. I’ll wrap up just before Tegan finishes her first year here. She gets to fulfill her requirements, you get to focus on being a mentor without the ethical hoops to jump through, I get to introduce a new generation to the field and recharge my batteries a bit, and Robin gets to keep doing whatever Robin does.”
Gillian nodded. “It’s probably the cleanest solution, but …”
“You hate that your best friend won’t be working here anymore,” Tegan supplied. “I get it. You two have been a team. You count on each other, and there are a lot of clients to think about. I understand if you’d rather I be the one to go. I’ve already offered.”
“She has, multiple times,” Brooke agreed. “She actually suggested it before everything went down with Tommy, but it doesn’t solve all the problems, either. We’d have to reassign her clients, too, and find a placement for her, and the field would be down two good therapists.”
“Two?”
“She’d be waiting tables in the interim, and I’d still be burnt out. Not to mention all those students getting taught by God knows who.”
“Either way, this will change a lot of dynamics,” Gillian said, “but that’s the nature of the business, right? People change.”
Brooke smiled brightly, genuinely, for the first time since they’d sat down. “We do indeed.”
“Okay. It sounds like you two have had all the pertinent conversations, and I can’t even begin to imagine untangling everything that happened while I was gone, so I’ll give this plan my preliminary blessing.”
“What about the relationship, Gilly? Does your best friend get a blessing there, too?” Brooke asked.
Tegan held her breath while Gillian steepled her fingers in front of her and furrowed her brow. She knew the next verdict mattered to Brooke, and it mattered to her, too. She wouldn’t trade anyone else’s approval for a shot at a real relationship with Brooke, but this opinion mattered more than most, both professionally and personally. If Gillian withheld her blessing, Tegan might still have a job, but the group she’d come to trust and depend on wouldn’t feel like a family anymore.
Her chest had begun to burn by the time Gillian cracked a smile. “I think you two are about as perfectly matched as any couple I’ve ever known, and the fact that my best, most stalwart friend is willing to throw caution to the wind for the right woman suggests there might be hope for all of us and everything we fight for day in and day out.”
Tegan sighed and sagged back into her seat as the relief crested over her.
“Now, get out of my office for a bit so I can pout about my best friend choosing her perfect, new romance over working with me.”
Tegan didn’t have to be told twice, but as she hopped up and headed for the door, Brooke lingered.
“I’ll still be around all the time, you know?”
Gillian scoffed lightly.
“I’m serious. You’re going to find me hanging out after hours and lingering by the coffee machine, probably crashing Take-Out Tuesdays, haunting the waiting room.”
Gillian shook her head. “Why?”
“Because my best friend works here.” Brooke grinned. “And so does my superhot, young girlfriend.”
“Out!” Gillian laughed. “Go. Now.”
Brooke heeded the request this time, but she was still chuckling as she closed the door and wrapped Tegan in a hug.
“I’m proud of you.” Tegan nuzzled into her neck and relished the luxury of breathing her in. “That was hard.”
Brooke sighed. “There are still a lot of hard things to come, but the more I talk about this, the more I realize I’m ready to do the work. I need the transition. I need to get back to my roots, to study, to grow, to heal.”
Tegan eased back and searched those blue eyes. “Do you need to heal from me? From what I’ve put you through these last few months?”
Brooke shook her head and caught Tegan’s face in both her hands. “I need to heal from holding love at arm’s length, not from embracing it. I know I put up a major fight and those wounds are self-inflicted in so many ways, but loving you never hurt me. Loving you is the healing, which is why I plan to do a lot more of it, every single day, from here on out, as long as you’ll have me.”
Tegan’s smile stretched her face. “You have my blanket consent, now and always.”



EPILOGUE
Six months later …
Brooke stood outside Ambush, looking in and remembering a night almost a year ago when she’d been on the other side of the large window watching Tegan’s arrival. She could hardly believe how much their lives had changed since then. Now the woman who’d stood in this spot, eyes bright, sat at a table, laughing with Brooke’s friends and colleagues, looking every bit like someone who had always belonged there. And she had. Tegan had worked her whole life to find this place, her place, and Brooke was now the one figuring it out, feeling her way, finding her feet. It could have felt unmooring or overwhelming, and at times it did, but mostly those emotions were overcome with gratitude. She hadn’t loved every minute of the journey, but as she stood there tonight, tired but happy, she didn’t feel like an outsider, or even a woman on the brink of some unknown anymore, so much as someone coming home.
She threaded her way past patrons heading for the bar and between tables filled with after-work revelers. Her people were too lost in their banter to see her approach through the crowd, but her heart warmed as she got close enough to pick up on the humor of their easy conversation.
“If it’s anything like the last one, I’m here for it.” Robin waggled her eyebrows at Gillian. Brooke was already grinning from ear to ear at a joke she hadn’t heard as she clasped her hands on Tegan’s shoulders and dropped a kiss atop her head.
Tegan glanced up, eyes sparkling, then practically vaulted into her arms. Cupping Brooke’s face in her hands, she whispered, “I missed you today.”
“Same.” The sudden swell of emotion clogged her throat for a second. “So much.”
“They were apart for, like, twelve hours, right?” Gillian asked beside her.
“Time, like all the best things in life, is relative,” Robin explained in such a Robin way, but Brooke couldn’t quite bring herself to engage them just yet with Tegan so close and smelling faintly like honey. She kissed her, intending only a quick peck in deference to their very public location, but once their lips met, she couldn’t quite bring herself to pull away.
Tegan, for her part, didn’t seem interested in brevity, either, as she worked a hand around to the back of her neck, cradling Brooke’s head and encouraging closeness. She should’ve been used to her tender insistence, but now she probably wouldn’t ever grow immune to the effect this woman had on her moderating impulses.
“How was class?” Tegan eased back only enough to meet her eyes.
“Meh, as good as one can expect on a Friday afternoon in spring.” She couldn’t bring herself to blame any of her students for watching the clock, as a part of her had done the same in anticipation of this moment. “How was Tommy?”
Tegan sighed and rested her forehead on Brooke’s shoulder.
“That good, huh?” She eased them both into two open chairs, for the first time noticing that Gillian and Robin had apparently wandered over to the bar, giving them space, or giving themselves an excuse not to watch the blatant display of domestic bliss.
“He keeps doing the work,” Tegan said, then glanced around. “He and Virginia spoke a bit last week.”
“Good conversation?”
“Tentative, but hopeful. He knows he’s got a long way to go, but I think he’s letting himself settle into the idea that people really do care about him.”
“Good.” Brooke still didn’t love everything about Tegan working with him on her own, but she couldn’t deny her skill or boundless compassion had seemed to make a big difference since he’d been released from the hospital. Then again, Tegan made a difference in every life she touched.
“What are you thinking about?”
“You. How amazing you are. How you open people up.”
Tegan rested a hand on her thigh under the table and worked it teasingly up the inseam of Brooke’s jeans. “One person in particular?”
She gave a little hum of assent. “I was more general in my initial assessment, but now that you mention it …”
Tegan leaned forward enough to let their foreheads rest lightly against each other. “Got plans for later?”
“I’m looking at them.”
“Okay, break it up you two.” Gillian returned and set a martini in front of her. “Brooke, if you’re going to run back to college when the mood strikes you, the least you can do is tell us what you’re learning.”
“Or teaching,” Robin amended as she passed a strawberry daiquiri to Tegan. “You’re molding young, impressionable minds other than Tegan’s, right?”
“As long as it’s only their minds.” Tegan sipped her daiquiri, then stuck out her artificially red tongue at Robin.
“Don’t tempt me with a good time,” Robin shot back.
“For the love of God, right the ship, Brookesy,” Gillian pleaded.
“Yeah, I’m with you on this one. I’m not sure I’m molding any minds but my own this semester. I’m teaching three intro classes, and because I’m a glutton for punishment, I’m taking a seminar in restorative justice practices.”
“Oh yeah.” Robin sipped her hard cider. “That sounds cool. Can’t wait for you to come back and bring the new tools with you. Hey, you are coming back, right?”
Gillian covered her ears. “If the answer is no, please don’t tell me yet.”
Brooke laughed, but some of the lightness that had filled her chest earlier evaporated. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t asked herself the question a hundred times. At the beginning, she’d been so sure, but the longer she practiced settling into right where she was, the more she appreciated not needing to have all the answers all the time. Plus, with how well things continued to go between her and Tegan, she wasn’t eager to rush into what came next. “I’ve got four more weeks of this semester. Tegan’s got six more weeks of pre-licensure, and then we’ll both take some time to sit still, breathe, and talk about the future together. I promise you’ll be the first people to know how we plan to proceed.”
“I’m going to pretend you just said, ‘of course I’m coming back. Who wouldn’t return to such awesome colleagues and the best boss ever?’ Okay?” Robin asked as she dribbled a couple of drops of cider down the front of her black T-shirt.
“Oh, that part’s true without a doubt.” Brooke raised a glass to Gillian. “I do like teaching in so many ways, but working with Maura is … a lot. She’s not in my business daily, but she’s the department chair, and, let me tell you, she runs her faculty meetings much the same way she runs her research.”
Gillian grimaced. “I can only imagine.”
“But your students love you as much as your clients did, so that’s a toss-up,” Tegan said.
“And the feeling is mutual,” she admitted. “Plus, none of my students have brought a knife to class.”
“Even I will cop to that being a very good thing.” Gillian sighed, and Brooke wondered if she’d ever fully make peace with what had happened when she’d gone on retreat.
“It’s okay, Gilly,” she said evenly, “we’re all finding our way. And at the heart of it, nothing important has changed.”
“Thanks, babe,” Tegan teased. “I’m sitting right here.”
“Right in the spot where I met you,” Brooke continued, “on a night when we were both building up to big things. Those parts are constant.”
“And you’re still making questionable drink choices.” Gillian pointed at Tegan’s daiquiri.
“Same best friend.” Brooke gave her a little nudge.
“Who still has your back, no matter what’s happening at work.”
“We’re the same people, just better, happier, more fulfilled.”
“And in love,” Tegan interjected.
“So deep in love,” Brooke agreed.
“And going home with the same girl from the bar.” Gillian finally flashed a wry smile. “Guess I was right to point out you’re not really a one-night stand kind of woman.”
“A fact you’ve pointed out many times,” Brooke said, but she couldn’t find it in her to mind.
“And I will continue to do so every time you end up back at her apartment.”
Brooke started to grimace, then tried to catch herself, but Tegan laughed.
“It’s fine. We’re allowed to change a few things. No need to repeat the floor-mattress performance this time around.”
That seemed to catch Robin’s attention and pulled her back from her obvious checking out of the women around them. “Floor-mattress performance?”
“Of course that brought you back to us,” Gillian scoffed. “We were talking about the fascinating decisions of where these two are going to shack up tonight.”
“Tegan’s place still holds a sort of bohemian charm,” Brooke offered.
“But she’s basically living with you,” Robin finished. “Everyone knows you’re going to move in together as soon as T-Cup here has her full license.”
Tegan about choked on her spring break slushy. “We haven’t talked about it yet.”
“Well, maybe try it out for a week, see how it goes, and while you’re at it, how about you let me get a key to your loft sometime? If you’re not using the floor mattress, maybe she’s lonely, and my place being all the way over on the west side isn’t always convenient to work.”
Gillian shook her head. “Not convenient to our office or not convenient to taking women home from the bar?”
Robin leaned back in her chair, dark eyes wandering over to a woman walking past before turning back to them. “There might be multiple factors involved.”
They all laughed together.
“What?” Robin grinned without a hint of sheepishness. “You have to admit, Tegan bagged the biggest prize of them all, and the trajectory has been epic ever since.”
Brooke wasn’t sure how much she liked being called a prize to be bagged, but she couldn’t argue the last half of the assertion. Epic might be an understatement when it came to her arc with the woman sitting beside her. Her heart pressed against her chest just looking at Tegan, so close and so perfect. She woke up every morning wondering how she could have ever fought this for a second.
“All I’m saying,” Robin continued, “is if your location was enough to get our sweetly steadfast Brooke to follow you home, maybe it’s got some magic to it.”
She wrapped an arm around Tegan and pulled her a little closer. “I will not deny the presence of magic from the moment we met, but I can say for certain it had nothing to do with the proximity of her apartment.”
Gillian made a noise that sounded like the cross between a snort and gag. “If you weren’t the happiest I’ve ever seen you, I might have to choke Tegan with my bare hands for turning my best friend into such a sap.”
Brooke smiled and shrugged. “So happy, Gilly.”
“So wait,” Robin cut back in, “solely Tegan magic to seal the deal?”
Brooke glanced at the love of her life, who sipped her drink as if trying to hide her smile, but couldn’t quite keep the pink of pleasure from her smooth complexion. “One hundred percent Tegan magic.”
“Damn,” Robin mumbled, but when Brooke turned back, she found her looking past them all toward the door. “Super unfortunate.”
They all waited for more as the lull in the conversation stretched.
Tegan snapped her fingers in front of Robin’s glazed-over gaze. “Why unfortunate?”
“Because the most stunning human I’ve ever seen just walked into the bar.”
They all turned in unison, and as the crowd parted, Brooke’s heart nearly kicked out of her chest. There, standing in the doorway, backlit by the sun, stood the tall, dark and handsome form of a person she’d never fully stopped watching for. The smile greeting her was as encompassing as it was familiar. 
Squeezing Tegan’s hand, clinging to her one true anchor in a sea of swelling emotions, she and Gillian both jumped up at the same time.
“Sawyer!”
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To my creator, redeemer, sanctifier, and giver of all good things, soli deo gloria.
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