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Chapter
One

 


“So that’s
it? Nine years together, just like that? Worthless? Meaningless? No
explanation, no attempt at making this work? Just simply, done?
Over?” Brooke cried out trying her damnedest not to get upset. How
could this be happening? This wasn’t supposed to happen. Not to
Brooke and Maria. Jesus, it was ‘Brooke and Maria’. They
were the ultimate
‘power couple’. Their friends aspired to be like them, set their
relationship as the bar they measured all future relationships
against. Truth be known Brooke hated it, she actually
really hated it, because
it put so much pressure on Maria and her. It created a pretence
that caused undue stress on them. But stupidly for her, she never
really thought it had put enough pressure on them to cause their
break up. She just didn’t like the fact they were known as this
‘perfect couple’. Fuck, how had she been so stupid?

“Please,
Maria. We can try therapy. We can get through this, it’s us. How
can you not want to fight for us? You will tear everyone apart,”
Brooke pleaded with her girlfriend.

She heard Maria scoff and
noticed the roll of her eyes. “Oh, fuck everyone else, Brooke. I
don’t give a flying fuck about ‘everyone’ else. Pull yourself
together, you look pathetic!” she hissed harshly.

Brooke was shattered,
everything was falling apart around her. Truth be known she
couldn’t remember life without Maria, and she had absolutely no
idea what she was going to do.

 


***

 


Brooke was twenty-one,
fresh into the police department when she had met Maria. The woman
six years her senior, was cool, calm, sophisticated and oozed
confidence. She was also Brookes’ Sergeant. The first time she saw
Maria she was instantly drawn to her, in most part due to her
charismatic and enchanting personality. Maria was firm, but fair
with her team, and gained a great deal of respect from them due to
her preferred management style. Maria was destined for big things.
She was driven and passionate about the force, and everyone knew
she would continue to work her way up the ladder at a fast
pace.

Brooke recalled the first
time she saw Maria. They were both attending a court case, and she
noticed the woman glide into the room. Her long auburn hair twisted
in a tight bun; she had an air about her, and on the stand she was
polite, courteous and friendly. In the courtroom, it was clear she
had won them all over. Brooke knew at that moment, Maria was a
woman that she would aspire to be like. Brooke had always had a
passion for the police, watching the Bill with her dad as a kid.
Then any new police drama introduced on TV would be their new found
obsession.

Brooke remembered walking
out of the courts with an excellent win under their belts; which
according to everyone was in most part due to Maria. As it turned
out, she was the epitome of good management and chased Brooke and
her partner at the time, down the street to insist they allow her
to take them out for dinner and drinks at the end of their shifts
to celebrate. She remembered being lost in Maria’s dark eyes at the
time, with the recollection of simply standing in front of this
beautiful woman just nodding like a smitten teenager. This hadn’t
gone unnoticed, as Maria had often made fun of her and that day
over the years.

Brooke shook herself out
of it and entered back to the here and now, and the reality of the
situation. The situation that…that was it. Her life was falling
apart she thought. “I just don’t know how you can throw everything
away like this” she sniffed, “Is it?” she stopped, she couldn’t
bear to ask the love of her life the question, but she needed to
know. “Is it...” Brooke stopped, trying to compose herself, as she
sighed heavily. “Is it because of what’s happened? Me? The impact
of the accident?” she asked sadly.

“Oh, for
fucks sake, seriously? I can’t do this anymore. Get a grip, we
haven’t had sex in forever. Jesus, we haven’t even kissed for god
knows how long, other than a peck. How can you have not seen this
coming? I don’t love you. Brooke. We have grown apart, and it’s
nothing to do with the accident. But seriously, some friendly
advice, you need to get a grip and move on. We all go through shit
with this job, it’s expected, and if you can’t cut it then get out.
But it looks like you’re doing that already!” she said matter of
fact.

“Who
are you? Seriously,
where has the love of my life gone? You can, and have been a bitch
at times, but I guess you’d expect that in nine years. But this?
This isn’t you. What the fuck is going on? Just tell me. As you
always say I’m big enough and ugly enough to deal with the truth,
aren’t I?” she spat to the woman.

“You can’t
handle the truth, darling. Just get a grip, okay? Look, I am going
on holiday for two weeks tomorrow and when I get back, I want you
gone.” Just like that, she turned her back and stormed upstairs and
into the master bedroom of their four bedroom detached house. Her
house. “Fuck, Brooke, why were you so stupid? Why didn’t you force
the joint mortgage?” she said solemnly? The tears began to fall.
She couldn’t do this. How could she? All of their friends were
exactly that, ‘their’ friends. She had nothing. Her career was
screwed, her relationship was apparently screwed, she had nowhere
to live, and she couldn’t speak to her friends. Plus, it wasn’t
fair to involve them. What was she going to do? She couldn’t let
this happen; she would stop this! They could
make this work, she knew it.

Brooke ran up
the stairs and down the hallway to their bedroom. Through the door
she could hear Maria talking, so she stopped silently to listen
outside the small crack. “I know, baby. Yes, I know, but we were
together a long time, babe. You need to remember that. She could
come after me for half of everything if we’re not careful. Yes, yes
I know, Paula.” “Wait” Brooke whispered. “Paula? Their Paula? It
couldn’t be? Paula and Jasmine?” No, it’s their best friend, of course it wouldn’t
be.

“I know,
baby, but this time tomorrow, we will be starting a wonderful life
together as a new family. We’ll be on a plane to Florida for two
weeks, Jas will have the best time, we can begin our perfect little
family. And then when we come back, she’ll be gone, baby, and you
can both move in. I know it’s going to be hard, babe. I know.”
Brooke heard, before noticing the change in her voice.
“So? What about
them? Paula, honestly, I don’t care. I’ve spent years of my life
acting like everything is perfect, yet behind closed doors it never
was. I have lived a lie forever, and now, I want
my happy ending with you
two and fuck everybody else. We can make new friends. I don’t care
anymore!” she spat into the phone.

Brooke slid
down the wall, as she took in the extent of not only the damage but
the content of what she was hearing. Her girlfriend and her best
friend, their best friend were having an affair? She was sleeping with
Paula? The love of her life’s heart belonged to someone else now? A
fucking straight woman? Maria hadn’t wanted children, ever! She
steered clear of straights. They were ‘headfucks’ and came with too
much baggage. Those were her words, HER words! Maria’s, that’s what
she said about straight women. “How could she?” Brooke said quietly
shaking her head and containing the sobs on the brink of exploding
from her right now.

“Oh, hey.
Erm, how long have you been there?” asked Maria fearfully as she
came out of their room.

“Long
e-fucking-nuff,” Brooke said, standing and shaking her head with
venom. “Paula? Really, you’re fucking having an affair with Paula?
Single mum, straight Paula? Are you fucking kidding me right now?”
Brooke scowled as she faced the woman, noticing the height she had
over Maria and using it as a tool to desperately try and maintain
the strength to not break down. She wouldn’t! She wouldn’t give her
the satisfaction.

“Look,
Brooke, I didn’t want you to find out this way. I don’t know what
to say. It just... well, it just happened. I was feeling under
pressure and you were too busy with your career and so she was
there, a friend I could turn to. She got me, Brooke. I can’t help
it, she was there when you failed your duty as a girlfriend” she
said shaking her head.

Brooke had
never had a fiery temperament or been a violent person, but in this
moment she wanted to punch something or someone. Brooke couldn’t believe
what she was hearing. This dumb bitch is blaming her for being
driven and wanting to make something of herself? “Oh, I’m sorry. I
guess I missed the chapters where I was supposed to be the stay at
home trophy wife whilst you climbed the ranks, and do a fuck all
with my life. Yes, those were clearly cut from the script. Why? You
are fucking unbelievable. You know what, Maria, knock yourself out.
You’ve lost a little bit of attention, and the key words in that
sentence ARE a ‘little bit,’” she said emphasizing the ‘are’, due
to other things in life not revolving around her. “And so you threw
it all away for someone that shows a bit of interest. It will never
work. You will get bored with the ‘straight women’ dramas, as you
so frequently put it. And a child? Fuck me, you’re so clueless. And
you’re the most self-absorbed arsehole there is. You can’t even
enjoy time with our own nieces or nephews” she said frustrated,
walking off. She stopped and turned around again to face her. “Our
own nieces and nephews! You’re a selfish cow, and you know what,
I’m glad to not be wasting any more of my life! You go have an
amazing family holiday with Paula and Jasmine in Florida. Make out
that the straight single mum, the kid, and the dyke are the perfect
happy family, because I can assure you, it will be a disaster
waiting to happen. And the only loser in all of this is that poor
little girl. I’ll stay elsewhere tonight whilst you’re packing for
your dream holiday and return to collect my stuff in the coming two
weeks. Don’t worry, Maria. I’ll be gone before you get back, and
there will be absolutely no evidence that we ever had a life
together” she spat, running down the stairs before Maria had a
chance to see her upset.

Brooke stormed into her
kitchen and held onto the island, watching as her knuckles turned
white from the pressure of squeezing so hard. She silently
screamed, careful not to let Maria see the effect this was having
on her. She opened her bag and retrieved her brush, gently combing
back her thick blonde hair and tied it into a high ponytail,
looking at herself in the mirror. How could you be so stupid?
Brooke was unsure who the question was for, her or Maria, as she
wiped the one escapee tear and dabbed her eyes dry with some
tissue. Brooke breathed in deeply before spraying some of her
favourite perfume. She grabbed her keys as she walked out of her
house and pretty much the only life she had known in her adult
life, as she slammed the door shut behind her.


Chapter
Two

 


Brooke didn’t know how or
when she arrived to Brighton pier. She did know she had been
driving a while, and wondered if there was anyone here that she
could crash with for the night. She wanted to avoid going to any of
their friends’ houses in order to dodge speaking of the situation
she was in. Suddenly, Brooke was fully aware that due to having
never been to Brighton, there was nobody here that she knew. She
wondered if that was why she had subconsciously arrived to the
beautiful buzzling place. It was a full two or more hour journey to
a place that looked like it could be the edge of the earth right
now. Brooke silently sat in her car, watching the waves breaking on
the shore, as the fairground rides were whizzing and whirling
around in the background. She listened to the laughter in the
distance from this vibrant place, from people, unlike her without a
care in the world. Brooke had always wanted to come here, and had
tried to arrange it on a number of occasions with Maria.
Unfortunately, the response was always the same: ‘it wasn’t her
thing’. Brooke sighed heavily, resting her head against the
headrest, allowing her thoughts to assess the uncertainty that
faced her. The uncertainty of what lay ahead. Unsure of what to do,
or how she was going to deal with this amongst everything else.
Feeling a panic attack about to start, Brooke closed her eyes and
tried to control her breathing in a bid to avoid it. Slowly
counting to ten, Brooke took deep breaths and waited for it to
pass.

When Brooke
had finally calmed herself down, she pulled out her phone and
opened the safari page, searching for the booking.com website. This
enabled her to locate what she was looking for. A room for the
night with parking. Brooke was typing in her card details to
confirm the booking, but stopped herself before pressing confirm,
having had a slightly different thought. Could she do it? That
wasn’t really in her nature, Brooke thought, before pressing go and
re-searching upgraded rooms and adding another day. “Fuck you,” she
said out loud. Brooke opened her purse again, pushing her own bank
card back inside and retrieving their joint credit card, silently
praying Maria hadn’t already cancelled it. Entering in all the
details, Brooke pressed confirm on the superior deluxe sea view
room for two days, smiling when it went straight onto the
thank you for your booking page. “Well, it’s probably the same cost for two nights to
Brighton as two weeks in Florida for your piece of skirt. But hey,
you can afford it, right?” she said to herself, starting her car
back up and putting on her sat nav.

Brooke reluctantly walked
inside Brighton Mall, as she wasn’t in the mood for shopping. Truth
be known she rarely was. Shopping wasn’t her thing, but she
couldn’t possibly spend three days in the converse, skinny jeans
and t-shirt she was wearing. She looked at the map, working out
where Pull and Bear, River Island and Zara were. Those shops would
be fine she thought, she just needed some underwear and a few
outfits, and she was set. In true Brooke style, she was done in
half an hour, walking back to her car, happy with her purchases. At
least that was one less thing she needed to worry about, amending
the address in her sat nav and making her way to the
hotel.

Brooke checked in with
the young guy with bleached blonde hair on reception, noticing he
was very young, and incredibly polite and pleasant, wishing her a
wonderful stay. She smiled politely, before leaving the reception
and heading to the lifts to make her way to her room.

When Brooke walked in and
took in the sights around her, she immediately dropped her bags at
her feet. “Wow! Thank you, Maria,” she said whistling softly. She
walked forward and took in the expanse of the room, with floor to
ceiling windows looking out over the sea front. A super-king bed on
one side of the room, with the world’s largest ‘L’ shaped sofa on
the other. She had a study area equipped with her very own Apple
Mac and chaise longue against the end window with a Juliette
balcony. She made a mental note to make use of that at some point
in the next few days.

Brooke sighed, fell onto
her bed and lay there for a few moments, reliving the day. Her head
was whirling. She had a terrible headache and needed some aspirin.
The difficulty was trying to not think back to the times they were
together with Paula and Jas. Not too long ago they had been at the
park, feeding the ducks. Brooke had always been intent on having
children, in reality it was a silent argument the pair regularly
had, especially of late. She thought back to the day as she rushed
off with Jas to the pond, recalling it vividly. Paula and Maria sat
on the bench in the distance. Brooke hadn’t thought anything of it,
but why would she? She questioned herself. But now it was
different, and it was hard to not wonder if they sat and laughed
about her. Poor Brooke, poor simple Brooke, stupid little Brooke,
she thought. “Come on, pull yourself together. You are not doing
this to yourself. You can’t change this, and if she changed her
mind, you wouldn’t be able to forgive her or trust her. You aren’t
that person,” she said to the room.

Brooke had never been one
to cheat. She was always very open in relationships. Granted they
were practically teenage flings as opposed to relationships, but
she was always very open and honest with everyone. She could drive
herself insane trying to work out everything, but she knew it was
done, and they were done. And like Maria had said in 24 hours’
time, the ‘new readymade family’ would be on their way to the
holiday of a lifetime in Florida, and she would be nothing more
than a ‘period’ in their lives.

Brooke could
hear the vibrating of her phone in her bag, but chose to ignore it.
She got up and opened a bottle of wine and water from the mini bar.
Before taking two aspirin with the water, she checked her phone.
Thirteen missed calls from a mixture of Maria, Paula and a couple
of her friends, their friends. Is that it? Has she told them all? Do they all know?
She could go weeks without speaking to them, and now interestingly,
they were all creeping out of the woodwork. Brooke fell back on her
bed again and allowed the tears she’d held back all day to run
free.

 


***

 


Brooke lay there in
silence and thought back to their meet. “So you guys both done well
today in court. It’s hard on your first time, but it’s all about
gaining the trust. The police will always have the lack of trust
from the general public. Those asshole solicitors will always make
you out to be in the wrong: bullying, harassment, victimisation,
discrimination. That’s how they will get into the jury’s heads, so
being likeable has to be a prerequisite,” Maria had said to the two
young rookies.

“Well, I
think Brooke has a natural likability about her. So I personally
think she will pull that off fairly easily, in and out of court,”
John had said. She remembered inwardly cringing, partially because
she had been in the force a few months now and hadn’t come out yet.
Secondly, because she was really struggling that he was blatantly
flirting in front of their superior. When John had excused himself,
Brooke sat there in silence, resting her chin on her
fist.

“So, it seems
you have an admirer,” Maria had said to her. “You into him?” she
asked, keeping her eyes on Brooke as she took a swig of her
beer.

“Apparently
so, and no. I’m not,” she said raising her wine to her mouth to
take a long sip. She could feel Maria’s intrepid glare.

“So what’s
your type, Brooke?” her manager purred. She remembered the flutter
in her tummy, how incredibly turned on she was and how Maria could
make the whole world disappear with her intent stares. Brooke held
her own, or at least she thought she had.

“I wouldn’t
necessarily say I have a type. If they can make me laugh, feel
alive, keep me on my toes, but not in a negative, game playing way,
and treat me well. Then, I guess those are the important things,”
she said maintaining eye contact.

“Nothing
else, Brooke? Hair/eye colour for example? Specifics?” she said,
still not looking away. Brooke recalled telling her friends at the
time she was in a sexual game of ‘stare out’ since she couldn’t put
it any other way and neither was prepared to back down.

“I don’t
know, Serge. I guess if the sparks are there it doesn’t matter what
they look like, as long as they are single,” she whispered, looking
up through her eyelashes. She knew she was playing the
game.

“I’ve told
you, Brooke, its Maria, whilst we’re out tonight,” she
confirmed.

“I’m sorry,
Serge. I mean, Maria.” She licked her lips before pulling in her
lower lip and biting it. She had intentionally smirked at that
point to her boss, making a point of flirting with the woman,
despite knowing she shouldn’t have been.

“Your friends
coming back, Brooke, but I can assure you, this is unfinished
business. I will punish you for being such a flirty little minx,”
she said with a lop-sided grin, just as John arrived back at the
table with no opportunity for Brooke to respond.

Brooke
recalled the electricity between them. She had always had a thing
with authority, and this was no different. She was highly attracted
to her superior, and she was having all sorts of fantasies of her,
especially since seeing her in her formals in court that day.
Brooke shook the thoughts from her mind. Come on, Brookie. Pull it together,
she thought. She walked to the lounge area and picked up the remote
control, switching it onto a music channel. She was looking for
some form of dance station to prevent the possibility of dealing
with love songs. Brooke was happy that she had located an hour long
show of old school classics, listening to the music as she got
undressed. She opened the doors to her bathroom and was stunned.
Jesus it was the size of her bedroom at home! Home, she thought. She didn’t have a
home anymore! Brooke ignored the thought and walked into the giant,
grey, marble room, fully lit with spotlights all around the base
and ceiling. On the right-hand side there were double sink basins
and a partitioned wall with toilet, and on the left-hand side there
was a double wet room. Directly in front of her was a double
Jacuzzi bath with pink LED spotlights built into the marble floor
all the way around the proximity. Mesmerised by the sheer beauty of
the perfect room, Brooke walked adjacent to the Jacuzzi along the
main wall and ran her fingers over the marble with the built in TV
and music player. She had never been one for extravagance,
invariably opting for basics. As long as they served a purpose she
was more than happy, in her mind. The money saved could go towards
additional enjoyment. But in this moment, she was completely
overjoyed with her room. She was pissed at herself for taking it
out of their account, and was reminding herself that the key word
in that sentence was ‘their’ account. Not Maria’s solely, and she
was fully aware that there would be no expense spared on the
holiday to Florida. Maria was a firm believer that money could buy
you everything, and she was very driven by money and stature. It
was always for show, everything always had been. Brooke inwardly
smiled at the irony of her stay in Brighton, knowing full well
that’s why Maria would have never come here. It wasn’t big enough,
impressive enough, classy enough.

Brooke pondered over the
variances of cleaning options, and finally chose the shower in this
instance. She figured she would go to the bar and have dinner and a
drink with her book, and then with the whole day tomorrow she could
treat herself to a lengthy Jacuzzi bath and movie. Brooke switched
on the water and allowed the steam to fill the room before stepping
in and letting the hot water flow over her head and body. Brooke
had hoped the hot water would have washed away some of the hurt and
the pain she was feeling, but it seemed not.

Brooke re-straightened
her blonde hair, put some lipstick and mascara on, and looked
herself in the mirror, checking herself out. She opted for the new
white, skinny jeans, navy fitted-shirt and brown rider boots.
Brooke ignored the puffy eyes as she acknowledged her five ft. nine
svelte frame. She was incredibly grateful that it afforded her the
luxury of being able to pull the outfit off without having even
tried it on! Staring at herself as she looked… searching her soul
for the answers she knew she would never get and scared of what the
future held, she put her bank and key cards in her pocket and
shoved her phone into the back pocket. Leaving her room, she made
her way down to the hotel restaurant.


Chapter
Three

 


“Good
evening, Madam. Have you got a table booked?” the guy at the
entrance asked her.

“Oh, no. I’m
sorry I haven’t, I wasn’t aware… it’s okay…”

“Don’t worry,
miss, that’s fine, and will you be dining alone this evening?” he
asked.

Brooke could feel her
eyes well up. “Um…,” she said.

“It’s okay,
miss, don’t worry. I have the perfect table for you,” he said and
smiled warmly to her, gently ushering her by the arm. He stopped to
pick up a menu and took her out to the beautiful atrium. Putting
Brooke slightly in the corner, slightly hidden by a pillar and a
beautiful palm tree, he was right. It was the perfect
table.

The evening was drawing
in, and the seat the employee pulled out allowed her to be hidden
from the other guests and completely facing the incredible sunset.
The young guy placed the napkin on her lap and poured some water,
handing her the menu. “I was just covering out front, so I will be
your waiter for the evening. Will you be paying upfront or putting
it on the room? If the latter, what is your room number please?” he
said tapping on to his iPad.

“The room is
fine, it’s seven one two,” she said.

“Oh, um,
okay, Ma’am, the specials are…”

Brooke addressed the
young boy, seeing his name badge. “Gareth? If you are going to be
my waiter this evening, would you please do me a big favour?” she
asked seriously.

“Of course,
madam,” he said courteously.

“I’m
twenty-nine, not fifty-nine. Please stop calling me ‘miss, ma’am,
madam’ or any other such title. I’m Brooke, my name is Brooke.
Please just call me Brooke?” she said to him pleadingly.

Gareth looked taken
aback, “of course…Brooke.” He smiled sincerely and left the
table.

A few moments later, he
brought a bottle of pink Moet to the table and a number of papers
and magazines for her. “Ermmm, Brooke, I hope you don’t mind, I
thought you looked like you could use this,” he said holding up a
bottle of Moet. “If you would like me to return it for something
else I can do. I also got you a number of papers and magazines. I
didn’t know what you liked, so I got a variety. I thought you
looked like a ‘Hello or Vogue’ type of girl.” He smiled softly and
handed her the reading material.

“Actually,
I’m more of a lesbian mag or gossip type of girl. I’m not rich or
proper, and I’m never normally this extravagant, i.e. room 712. But
I’ve had a pretty bad day and well, I got in the car, ended up
here. And as they say, the rest is history. I’ve always wanted to
come to Brighton, and I guess subconsciously my mind brought me
here. Thanks for the mags and the Moet. I will most definitely take
that. I feel I need it, and thanks for your help. And the table,
it’s perfect.” She smiled warmly.

“You’re very
welcome, Brooke.” He smiled back to her. “Whilst, this is against
company policy, and you don’t look like today’s the day, but a few
of us from here are going out with my friends tonight. We’re going
to hit a few bars, mostly gay bars, but if you would like to join
us the offer is there. You look like you could use some friends, or
some shots right about now,” he said, gently touching her arm.
“Anyways, no answer required, we’ll be at the back entrance to the
left of reception when we finish about 11ish. Meet us there and we
will be walking straight up. Anyways, madam,” he smirked winking at
her. “What can I get you to eat?” he asked.

She smiled back. Gareth
was nice and she thought he had kind eyes. Looking at the menu
again, unsure of what to eat, Brooke looked up to him with an
uncertain expression. “Umm, I’m not,” she paused as she saw
Gareth’s hand go up to stop her.

“Brooke, at
the risk of doing a number of things this evening that would
potentially get me fired, I don’t want to be intrusive. But from
the few short moments I’ve known you, you appear to be incredibly
humble and sweet.” He smiled an assuring smile, adding “And whilst,
I don’t know what your day has encompassed, nor am I seeking to
know, you are going to do one of two things without eating this
evening. One, you will get drunk and feel even worse tomorrow when
you wake and the realisation all of this wasn’t a dream and you are
hungover as well as everything else. Or two, you’re going to end up
making phone mistakes. I can only assume that somewhere in this
upset and pain in your eyes, there is a woman lurking. So drinking
on an empty stomach in my opinion always results in texting or
calling the stupid idiots that cause this hurt. Whilst I have no
right to make such unprofessional and presumptuous statements, I
would urge you to please have something to eat, even if it’s just a
couple of starters?” he pleaded.

How could she say no to
the only person apparently kind enough to care? She could feel the
tear slide down her face.

“Thank you,
Gareth. I don’t know why I met you this evening, but I feel it is
an omen. I’m sorry I’m putting this on you, I shouldn’t be,” she
sighed. She looked at the menu again. “Okay, I’ll take the hummus
and the scallop starters then,” she said smiling to the
guy.

“Odd, but
great choices, Brooke,” he said opening and pouring her a flute of
pink champagne and leaving her alone.

She stared out to sea,
watching the night come in, the waves still heavily breaking on the
shore line. The lights on the pier lit up the skyline and made a
very picturesque setting, She wished she was sharing this with
Maria. She shook her head brutally at the realisation that nothing
would ever be shared with Maria again.

Brooke
retrieved her phone from her back pocket, opened up the messages
and read through each of them. Mostly they were apologies from
Paula and Maria. Empty apologies trying not to break up the ‘gang’,
trying not to look the martyr, as she left her high and dry in this
shitty period of her life. How could she
be so callous? she thought. She texted her
friend Fran back who’d asked if she was okay.

Hey I’m fine,
thanks for asking. Who told you? She sent
back the message, trying to find out if the entire group
knew.

Well neither,
I caught them and told them to stop as I wouldn’t be party to
it, she sent back.

Brooke read
the message and couldn’t breathe. She dropped her phone on the
table as she tried to steady her breathing once more. Her phone
beeped again and she saw the incoming message from Fran again. She
opened it up and read: They didn’t tell
you I knew did they? Shit, I’m so sorry, Brooke, I’m so
sorry  xxx.

“Sorry?
Fucking sorry?” she whispered to herself. Her life was falling
apart and she didn’t honestly know what to do anymore. She held her
head in her hands as she once again collected her thoughts and
tried to understand the repercussions of the day’s
activities.

She went to her phonebook
and dialled Mitch’s number. “Hello, gorgeous. You okay?” he
answered quickly. “Brooke, you okay, babe? Brooke? What’s happened?
I can hear you crying. What’s up? Talk to me, Brooke,” the concern
revealed in his voice.

Brooke sniffed a little.
“She’s left me. She’s been having an affair with Paula, Mitch! The
three of them are currently packing for their dream holiday to
Florida in the morning to start their perfect life together. I have
two weeks to leave my house, my life and just get out. What am I
going to do, Mitch? My friends knew about it, and I now feel so
alone. How could I have been so stupid?” she sobbed into the
phone.

“Babe, where
are you?” he said to her.

“In a hotel
in Brighton,” she sniffed.

“What the
fuck are you doing in Brighton?” he said concerned.

“I don’t
know. I just ended up here.”

“Oh, babe. I
will get a train there now. I can’t drive, I’ve been drinking with
the boys, but text me the details and I will be there in a few
hours,” he said.

She loved her partner,
Mitch. They had been in CID together for the last few years since
her promotion. He was hard on her at first, pissed that such an
inexperienced copper had moved up the ranks so quickly, and was
sure that she was completely inadequate and incompetent. He was
certain she had gotten there because of who she was shagging. It
only took a couple of days before he realised how wrong he was and
how deserved she was of the position. Ever since then, they had
become fantastic friends. Sam Mitchell, ‘Mitch’ as they all knew
him, was not a fan of Maria. Personally he didn’t see the
compatibility. In his opinion, Brooke and Maria were complete polar
opposites. Luckily, Maria’s drive had meant that she was connected
to them for a short two months only, before her next step up, which
allowed him to think what he wanted about her.

“I’m okay,
honestly. I just didn’t really know who else to contact. I didn’t
want to call Dad, he would be able to tell something was up, and
he’s already concerned about me. Seriously, I’m fine,” she said
sniffing slightly.

“You’re not
fine. Please tell me where you are? I’m concerned you’re going to
do something,” he said.

Since the accident, it
seemed everyone thought she was going to kill herself. That was not
the case. Since her mum died when she was thirteen, it had been
just her and her dad. She would never be so cruel and selfish to do
that. “Don’t be so ridiculous. Yes, I’m devastated, and yes my
world has pretty much fallen apart, but really? As if I’d kill
myself?” she said just in time for Gareth to arrive with her
starters, looking terrified.

“It’s okay,
they are being melodramatic,” she said partially covering the
mouthpiece. “Honestly, I’m fine, Mitch. I just needed a friend,
somebody who’s not been laughing behind my back for god knows how
long,” she said solemnly. “Listen. I am in the restaurant and I’ve
been asked to go out with some of the staff for drinks, which I
might do.” She knew she wouldn't, but also knew he’d feel rubbish
for not being able to get here to see her. “I have just gotten my
food and I have some magazines. I’m looking out onto the seafront
as the sun is setting. I’m good, I promise. I’ll check in in the
morning okay? I love you, Mitch. Thanks for being a good guy,” she
said to him sincerely.

“You too,
babes. Please send me the details of the hotel so I can at least
check in and I won’t be worrying. Okay? We’ll speak tomorrow,
yeah?” he said to her.

“Okay, will
send it now. Speak tomorrow.” She did as she was asked and texted
him the hotel information. When the food arrived she was happy she
had taken Gareth’s advice. Her hummus and scallops starters looked
incredible, and her stomach was now informing her that it had gone
too long without food. The scallops were delicious, and the pita
breads which came with a variety of hummus flavours and olives were
exactly the kind of comfort food she needed.

 


***

 


Brooke didn’t notice
Gareth come and sit down beside her as she was completely lost in
her thoughts staring out to sea. Equally, she hadn’t even noticed
the plates being cleared away until hearing a cough and turning
around, noticing at last the friendly face sitting next to
her.

“Hey, you
okay?” he asked her.

“I’m so
sorry, I didn’t know you were there,” she said fretting.

“Brooke, no
need to apologise, I’m really worried about you. Listen, I’ve
called my sister. She’s a year older than you and I asked her to
come out tonight, too. She is going to pick us up. I don’t want to
leave you alone. I heard you on the phone to your friend, and I
can’t leave you. I must insist you come out. My sister is cool, and
I think you’ll like her. And I think generally girls are normally
better at this kind of thing. My advice is always going to be
‘drink through it, or jump off one and onto another’, but honestly,
I don’t think either is going to work for you this evening,” he
said.

“Look,
Gareth, that’s incredibly sweet of you but seriously, I’m fine. I
won’t be good company and I don’t want to go out,” she said
seriously.

“Brooke, I’m
afraid you are outvoted. My parents brought us up to never leave
someone in distress, and I’ve just spoken to your friend Mitch who
called the hotel and told me that I was not to take no for an
answer. I’ll look out for you, and won’t make you drink if you
don’t want to. But, I just want you to have some time with others
rather than being alone in a hotel with nothing but your thoughts.
So, unfortunately, you have one of two choices. You come with
Chrissy, me and my mates for a couple of drinks and some friendly
company, or I’m going to call my mum. She will force you to come
back to our house and well, I’m not going to lie, she’s pretty much
going to keep you there until she nurses you back to full health,”
he said to her seriously.

“Why are you
being so kind to me?” she asked Gareth.

“Because, you
are blatantly not from around here and you look like you need a
friend,” he said kindly.

“You truly
are my knight in shining armour.” She smiled sadly.

“Shame we
both bat for the other side,” he said winking to her and leaving
the table once more. “You have twenty minutes, if you need to go
and get anything from your room, maybe take your phone back?” he
said, “Then I’ll meet you out back.”

Brooke
sighed. She wasn’t in the mood for this. But she was glad that
someone so wonderful and kind-hearted had taken her under his wing,
and forced his sister to come out, to make her not feel
uncomfortable. She made a mental note to return the favour to
Gareth. He was a true gentleman and clearly a credit to his
parents. Leaving the table and writing a note ‘be back in 5 save my drink’, she ran
up to the room getting what she needed and applying a little more
of her favourite perfume. Brooke held her phone in her hands. He
was right, could she be trusted with it? Especially if she ended up
having more to drink. But she is a detective. ‘Is’ being the operative word, she
thought. Brooke had seen a lot of things over the years. Did she
really want to be wandering around a city, knowing nobody without a
phone? Her gut told her she had nothing to worry about with Gareth.
She had no issue in following that feeling either, but she never
left without her phone. It was a trait of the job, and her
relationship. If Maria couldn’t get hold of her, she was always
pissed. She put it back in her pocket and left the room once more,
making a quick diversion.

Brooke came back to the
table and saw Gareth there. “I know you aren’t feeling great and
stuff, but you really shouldn’t leave your drinks unaccompanied,”
he said seriously.

“Sorry, dad.
I’ll behave moving forward,” she said smiling, the first smile he’d
seen all night. “So, I’ve changed my mind. I would rather pay my
bill upfront,” she said. “Is that okay?”

“Yes of
course, I’ll grab it now for you and then we can go. Chrissy is
outside,” he said.

A few minutes later
Gareth had arrived with the bill. She’d worked it out from the
tariff an approximate amount and had the money ready. “Hang on,
this can’t be right,” she said, realising it was lots cheaper than
she had worked out. “Where’s the Moet?” she asked.

“Oh it’s on
the hotel,” he said. “You paid enough for the room and I figured
you needed it,” he said, smiling softly.

“No you can’t
do that,” she said to him.

“I can do
what I want, Brooke. I’m the restaurant supervisor.” He
smiled.

“What?
Really? Why didn’t you tell me? How come it says waiter on your
name badge?” she said to him confused.

“Because
tonight I am a waiter. I wasn’t meant to be working, but one of my
staff has called in sick today, so I’m covering,” he
said.

“Do you
believe in fate?” she asked him.

“I do,
Brooke, and I believe that for one reason or another we were meant
to meet tonight, and I think we will be very good friends,” he said
to her. “Unless of course you make me wait any longer.” He raised
his eyebrow.

Brooke stood up, still
giving the money she had accounted for to him and kissed his cheek
lightly. “Thank you for being my complete saviour on the day I
needed it most,” she said. Gareth smiled shyly and looked at the
money.

“Brooke, you
gave me 80 pounds too much,” he said.

“No I
haven’t. That’s inclusive of tip,” she said and downed the last
part of her champagne and walked past him.

“Wait, no, I
can’t. I won’t accept this,” he said running after her.

“Well, I
don’t believe you have any choice. If it makes it any easier, it’s
my girlfr...my exe’s money,” she said sadly to him.

He stood there looking at
the beautiful girl in front of him, unsure of what to say and do.
“First rounds on me then I guess,” he smirked and ushered her
carefully out of the hotel into his sister’s car.


Chapter
Four



BANG, BANG,
BANG, BANG. Shit, what’s happening?
She was lost. Where was she? Her head was
spinning. What’s going
on, she thought. She recognised her room,
and sighed as she recalled the reasons she was here. She looked
down at her clothes from last night, including one boot still on.
God the tight, fitted-shirt was really not the best of ideas to
sleep in.

BANG, BANG,
BANG, BANG. Fuck.
She wasn’t dreaming. What the hell?
She picked up her phone. It was seven thirty-one
a.m. What the hell? She couldn’t remember a great deal, and that concerned her as
she unlocked the door to face Mitch.

“What the
fuck are you doing? I thought you were dead,” he said pulling her
into a tight hug.

“Whilst I may
feel half dead due to the copious amounts of alcohol I drank last
night, and the middle of the night wakeup call, I’m completely
alive and well. What are you doing here,? How did you know where to
find me? And how the hell did you get here?” she asked.

“I didn’t
drink any more. I got up at five, and you told me your hotel and
erm,” he stopped, looking embarrassed. “I pulled the ‘you know who
I am’ card,” he said pulling out the police badge from his
pocket.

“You didn’t?”
she cringed.

“I know, I
know. I was genuinely concerned though, babes,” he said. Brooke
loved Mitch because he was always there when she needed him. He had
been her rock in the last eight months, even attending some of the
therapy sessions with her. His six foot three muscly frame had
always made her feel protected, and his Italian heritage showed. He
was the epitome of tall, dark and handsome. But as much as he hated
to admit it, he had more in common with Maria than he thought. Both
of them were devoted and married to their jobs. He was a shit hot
detective and would someday go all the way. His goal was to make it
in the force in Canada though, and had often dreamed of settling
there. Purposely, disregarding the constant ‘bounty hunter’ jokes.
He could see his future was a detective or homicide over there, and
Brooke genuinely thought he’d make it.

“Thank you,”
she said hugging him tightly.

“Dude, you
need to brush your teeth” he said punching her
playfully.

She loved the sibling
type banter they had. “I know, I feel like my mouth is a camel’s
armpit at this moment in time,” she said.

“What the
fuck? Are you still hammered? You’re aware that camels don’t have
armpits right?!” he laughed.

Brooke shrugged, walking
off into her bathroom, thinking she was possibly still drunk and
shut the doors behind her.

Reappearing fresh faced,
fresh smelling and snuggled in her complimentary bathrobe, her wet
hair fell naturally as she walked back out to her room. “There’s my
gorgeous girl,” said Mitch, handing her a freshly made
coffee.

“You are the
best,” she said, taking a sip and laying back down on the bed. She
had just gotten comfortable as she heard the door knock, looking
over to Mitch who was pulling out his wallet and striding to the
door. He opened the door to let the concierge in with the room
service tray and handed him a note, before bringing the tray over
to his friend and handing her the glass of freshly squeezed OJ. She
looked down at the platter inclusive of bacon butties, chocolate
croissants, and a variety of cakes, cheeses and what appeared to be
a mushroom, ham and onion omelette. “So, you just pretty much
ordered everything from the menu?” smirking to Mitch. She took a
fork and carved a small piece of the omelette off, chewing it
slowly. Nope, that wasn’t going to do it. She took a bite of the
chocolate croissant. Nope that wasn’t going to do it either. She
inspected the rest of the dishes. She couldn’t face the bacon
buttie as the grease would definitely send her into a spiral of
vomit. “Hmmmm.” She picked up a slice of toast and put some
strawberry jam on it. Hopefully sorting her out, she thought as she
bit into the breakfast and switched on the TV. Although the TV was
far away in the lounge area of the room, it was still big enough
that they could see it perfectly.

“So, your
digs are pretty darn awesome.” He smiled, biting into the bacon
buttie.

“I know
right? I thought I’d treat myself. Actually, no. I thought ‘we’d’
treat me.’” She smirked, having another bite of toast.

“Here-here,
chica.” He held his glass of OJ to his friend; already feeling
better that he was here.

They talked for a while
as Brooke filled him in on the blow by blow account of the
situation. They had gotten rid of the food and she was now
snuggling into him as she relived the detail. She outlined her
concerns, and just trying to work out how she had missed it all.
Mitch was fantastic as ever. He listened, offered advice and help,
and promised he would be there, support her and look after her 110%
through it all.

She didn’t know what she
was going to do. It was all still so raw at the moment, and right
about now, Brooke didn’t think she’d ever know what she was going
to do. They had planned to go out and just relax for the day, due
to Mitch saying he could stay until five in the morning before
starting his shift at nine the following day. But Brooke had told
him to go home that evening. Mitch was adamant he didn’t want to,
pretending it was because he wouldn’t be able to drink. She knew
him. She could read him like a book, and knew it was just because
he didn't want to leave her. Brooke also knew it was selfish, but
she didn’t want to argue with him. She didn’t want to become
reliant on drink, and that meant that actually he was right, plus
she didn’t want to spend the night alone tonight.

 


***

 


They spent the day on
fairground rides, eating candy floss and sugar dummies, and
paddling in the sea. Mitch, in true ‘boyfriend’ style, hooked
ducks, dunked basketballs, played donkey derby and hoopla until his
best friend and partner could hold no more teddy bears and had to
beg for mercy. “No more, please? I’m embarrassed, and we won’t both
fit in the bed tonight,” she laughed. It was the first real laugh
he’d heard all day, taking the four-foot banana and three-foot
monkey from her and putting his arm around her.

“I love you,
kidda,” he said sincerely, “and I won’t let nothing happen to you.
I mean that personally, and when you’re ready professionally,” he
said carefully. Before allowing Brooke to do anything about the
reference to work he’d made, he’d already started again. “Okay,
it’s four p.m., I say we go home, get in PJ’s, hire a load of
horror movies, get a six pack each of corona and a large,
spicy-chicken pizza,” he said knowing it was her
favourite.

“I don’t want
you to feel obliged to sit with me. You should go out, considering
you’re only here for the night. Go see the sights; meet a beautiful
woman,” she said solemnly.

“Babes, I’m
thirty-eight; and I can barely manage shit when I’ve had a full
twelve-hours kip, so that’s not going to happen. And I already met
a beautiful woman. I just want to make sure my girl is okay.
Alright?” he said looking down into her eyes.

“You know
what I mean. A woman that you can have some fun with,” she said
seriously.

“Babes,
there’s no girl in the world I could have more fun with,” he said,
gently kissing her forehead. Even with Brooke’s tall frame her
partner still towered above her. And in this moment the positioning
his height was giving him was making Brooke feel the safest she
knew she could possibly feel.

“Thanks,
Mitch,” she said, tip toeing to kiss his cheek, smiling
embarrassed.

They arrived back at the
hotel and Mitch walked over to the reception. He asked them to
order the pizza and garlic dough balls to the room before making
their way back upstairs. As they got back up, Mitch opened his bag
and threw a shirt and boxers to Brooke.

“Hey, what’s
that?” she said opening the clothes out.

“Well, I know
you always say you love wearing my big ole shirts and boxers when
we’re relaxing. So I figured if any time required boyfriend
comfies, then that time was now,” he said kindly as he got comfy on
the bed looking through the movies on offer. Mitch was adamant it
was horror movies, telling her that any type of chick flick would
only end in disaster. In reality he was completely
right.

Brooke picked up her
phone and noticed a few new messages. Fran was asking if she was
going to fall out with her over this, but she didn’t want to think
about that right now. A message from Maria basically telling her to
stop being childish and ignoring her calls/texts. Unbelievable, she
thought. She smiled at the messages from both Gareth and Chrissy
checking in with her. In actuality she hadn’t had too bad a time.
Chrissy was lovely. So kind and exactly like Gareth. She had simply
been there as a friend, even though they had only just met,
offering great advice and sensible words back to her. She was
careful to not let Brooke drink too much and was supplying her with
water regularly. Brooke vaguely recalled Chrissy getting her in to
the room before leaving. She texted both siblings back, apologising
and thanking them for their kindness, before putting her phone back
down and laying back on the bed, waiting for their food and
movie.

 


***

 


“So, you know
what you’re gonna do yet? Or where you’re gonna go?” Mitch asked as
he handed her a slice of pizza.

“Not yet, no.
I don’t know where to start. I guess I will just need to find
somewhere else to live. I’ll just have to rent somewhere I suppose,
whilst I look for somewhere to buy. Unfortunately, I have no idea
at this moment in time. I will see what happens tomorrow when I get
home. I have two weeks to play with, plus I’m in therapy on
Wednesday aren’t I? So I will see what’s said then” she sighed. “I
know you’re only worried, but can we not talk about it right now?”
she said sadly.

“No worries,
babe,” he said, handing her a dough ball and opening another beer
for her.

 


***

 


When Brooke woke up the
following morning, she picked up the piece of paper on the
pillow.

Gone to work,
gorge. Speak to you tonight. Take care of yourself, love M
x.

Brooke smiled
at the caring gesture, picking up her phone to check the time. It
was only seven thirty. She sighed as she took in everything once
again, letting the tears fall freely. How was she going to manage?
They had everything together, which would need to be split between
the two. Why hadn’t she forced the joint mortgage? Granted, she had money
in the bank, enough to put a substantial deposit down on her own
place, but she just didn’t know how or what to do. Sighing heavily,
Brooke got herself out of bed and went to the bathroom.

Knowing it was almost
time to leave, she ran a bath, pouring some of the complimentary
bubble bath in. Putting some easy listening music on and returned
to her room to pack away the clothes back into the store bags she
had.

A while later, Brooke was
relaxing in the Jacuzzi enjoying the tranquillity it was offering.
She had enjoyed her stay in the hotel and wished it was under
different circumstances. But she was adamant she would come back
someday, when things were different and actually explore and enjoy
the place.

Brooke took one last look
around the place before leaving the room, knowing she was now
having to go home and face the reality of her life falling apart.
She checked out and left a little note for Gareth saying thank you
once more, before making her way to the car. She hit home on her
sat nav and listened nonchalantly to the voice directing her home,
the home that was hers no longer.


Chapter
Five

 


Brooke sat in the car on
her drive just looking at her house, too afraid to walk in. She
really didn’t know if she could do it. But what choice did she
have? What was she going to do? There was no alternative, she
needed to sort things out. There was nine years of joint purchases
that would require splitting, and she was fucked if she was going
to walk away with nothing. Breathing in heavily, Brooke grabbed the
carriers and walked inside, inside to the empty ruins of her life.
She had come home many times when Maria was working nights, or at
least thought she was working nights. But this time it felt
different. This time it felt final. Brooke threw the teddies Mitch
had won in the small spare room, pondering on whether that would be
where her friend’s daughter would be taking up residence. Brooke
had often thought that one day Maria would change her mind and that
would be a nursery of their own. She stared off distantly feeling
the pain once more.

Brooke didn’t
actually know where to start, so she decided she would do what she
did best first, organise and plan. She got in her tracksuit and
went to the lounge and put on a movie. She knew it wasn’t a good
idea to watch a chick flick, but she loved them and she
loved The Proposal regardless of how it could result in her feeling.

With the movie in the
background, Brooke was searching the internet for places to move
into. She had found an apartment that she could have a viewing on
tomorrow morning and would be able to move in straight away if she
liked it. She figured if she paid the six months’ rent and deposit
up front, she would probably be able to get things moving quicker
still. In reality that would be the best option. Brooke was
inexperienced at things like this and didn’t even know how long the
process would take. Realistically could she be moved in before
Maria and Paula returned? Brooke arranged viewings with three
properties. A flat, an apartment, and a small terraced house. Next
she opened a word document and began writing a list. Before making
plans for tomorrow onwards, she would go through each room and
dissect it. She planned to remove and box up everything that was
hers and ultimately get dibs on “their” things. If she didn’t want
Brooke in her future then she didn’t need to be reminded of any of
their past together, she thought. This was probably the only
positive of the breakup, which allowed her to take some of the
things that they had bought together over the years. Brooke
considered changing her number also. Maria was being awful, sending
nasty texts about growing up. But in reality, would she really
continue with that when she was effectively ‘living the
dream’?

Brooke began
googling local storage units near to her, finding some a couple of
miles down the road that should be perfect for a reasonable price.
She decided it wasn’t fair to get her dad involved, as he was
already stressed enough about everything. She certainly didn’t want
to end up moving all of her stuff into his house or garage. Tapping
her biro against her temple, what else is
there, she thought? She didn’t do this.
This was all new to her, and she didn’t know what should be on the
checklist of ‘being dumped and your whole world being turned upside
down’. Equally, she was lucky in that she had a bit of time to play
with, but also knew she had a lot to do with the house. She wanted
to ensure everything was done and gone by the time they
returned.

 


***

 


Brooke didn’t
know whether or not to ignore the front door bell that was ringing.
She didn’t want to see or speak to anyone. But if it was Mitch,
he’d start freaking out again. She sighed heavily and walked out to
the hall and opened it, seeing Kate. “My darling girl, I’ve just
heard. Babes, I’m so, so
sorry,” she said, hugging her tightly. Brooke
couldn’t stop herself as she collapsed into the embrace “Kate, what
am I going to do?” she said, crying into her shoulder. “I just
don’t know what to do.” Kate had been a friend of both of theirs,
but ultimately she had always been closer to Brooke. They spent
many a night together indoors chilling whilst Maria and Jo went
out.

“We’ll get
through this, babes,” as she handed over the bag of wine, chocolate
and ice cream to Brooke, who was smiling sadly to her.

They walked into the
lounge as Kate spotted the details on the laptop, picking it up and
searching through. “Listen, why don’t you move in with us for a
couple of months? We have the space. Then you can buy a place
without wasting money on renting,” she said seriously.

“Thanks so
much for the offer, but I don’t want to do that. I need to remove
myself from it all, and I don’t want to put you and Jo in that
position either. But thanks,” she smiled.

“Jo and I
were stunned. We had no idea, and Jo is very annoyed with her truth
be known! You know the offer is there, but I get where you’re
coming from. I want you to know I will be here 110%, just like you
were with me. I have brought a bag over so I can stay tonight, but
there’s no pressure if you don’t want me to. I have my stuff and we
can go tomorrow together. If you don’t want me to stay, I will
still come with you tomorrow to look at these properties. And then
we can come back and make a start on this list,” she said to her
friend, tapping the computer screen.

“Thanks,”
said Brooke. She needed this, she thought. Kate would completely
get her sorted and wouldn’t spend days slagging people off. She was
blunt, but like Brooke, organised and focused. At this moment
that’s exactly what she needed, to get her and keep her on
track.

Kate stayed for a couple
of hours and then left, arranging to pick her up at nine thirty in
the morning to go look at the properties. Brooke didn’t know how
long breakups, the sadness and all these things generally took, and
she hated wasting life. But she didn’t know how to kick herself
into touch. She needed a run, she thought. She would go running to
let off some steam, and then she would just go to bed.
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